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While his body dies - but his spirit roams the universe... 
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It is the year 2113 by earthly reckoning. For Terrans, not quite 150 years 
have passed since the successful moon landing of a chemical rocket the 
prelude to true space travel. 


In cosmic terms, this was an incredibly short span of time. Nonetheless, 
under Perry Rhodan’s leadership the Solar Imperium has managed to 
become one of the main pillars of galactic power. Of course the men of Sol 
had important assistance to aid their task if we only consider the Arkonide 
Khrest, the energy being on Wanderer, Atlan, Harno, the Swoons, and 
Pucky the mousebeaver! Yet this task could never have been accomplished 
without the selfless, self-sacrificing help of all who carried in their hearts a 
longing for the stars. 


The galactic situation caused by the destructive onslaughts of the Posbis 
has relaxed somewhat in recent days. The alliance between Terra, the 
Arkonides and the Akons has been established by treaty. For Perry Rhodan 
this leaves his back free as long as the Akons refrain from their insidious 
treachery for which they are famous. 

Now Rhodan can concern himself entirely with the task of pirating the 


Posbis’ chief weapon of destruction. Ernst Ellert, the pare tuner, is the key 
to the problem and thus our title. DEADMEN SHOULDN’T DIE. 


The PERRY RHODAN series and characters were 
created by Walter Ernsting and Karl-Herbert Scheer. 


© 1964 Pabel-Moewig Verlag KG, Rastatt. 


Original Title: “Ein Toter soll nicht sterben” 


Series Editor & Translator: Wendayne Ackerman 


English Language Representative: Forrest J Ackerman 


English Language Copyright ©, 1979, by Master Publications 


This eText Edition, 2021 


IT’S THE “SPIRIT” OF THE MATTER THAT COUNTS FOR: 


Perry Rhodan — The First Administrator isn’t sure of the price he must 
pay. 


Ernst Ellert — If dead men shouldn’t die, what is the “true life form ?” 
Reginald Bell — Rhodan’s 2nd in command has to take over. 
Kule-Tats and Van Moders — The experts on Posbi matters. 


Pucky and [tu — The two mousebeavers prove that absence makes the 
heart grow fonder. 


Jefe Claudrin — Cmdr of the THEODORICH. 

Maj. Slide Nacro — The weapons expert steals some alien expertise. 
John Marshall and Ras Tschubai — The other mutants on the mission. 
Zecharius — Chief astronomer of Terrania. 

Prof. Olaf Judge — Chief astronomer of Mt. Palomar. 


Col. Jenkins — Traffic manager at Mars Port. 


THE ULTIMATE MUTANT 


Only 100 years ago the idea would not only have been considered 
inconceivable but also utterly insane. Today, however — in October of the 
year 2113 — the idea had become reality. It was possible to go from Arkon 
to Sol by taking a single step — a distance of 30000 light years. With one 
step a person could traverse half of the galaxy. 


Of course such a thing was only possible where a matter transmitter was 
available. In the present case, Rhodan and Reginald Bell had jumped or 
walked, to be more precise — from Arkon 3 to the planet Mars. On both 
worlds the Akons, now allied with the Terrans, had installed transmitter 
stations. The flagship THEODORICH had remained behind on Arkon 3 
where it was being fitted out for a pending special mission. 


While strolling with Rhodan through the giant Mars Port passenger 
clearance station, Bell summed it all up. “It’s exactly the same as in the old 
days. A flight from London to Paris was shorter than the trip from the 
airport to the hotel. Today you can cross half the galaxy faster than you can 
fly from Mars to Earth.” 


“You forget,” said Rhodan, “that today we are just ordinary passengers of 
the Terra Mars space lines, on a regularly scheduled flight. We’d make it 
faster in the THEODORICH.” 


“Let’s hope we don’t have any trouble with Customs,” Bell said jestingly 
as he saw the milling throng of people inside the station. “A ship every 
hour! Who would have imagined it back when our moon flight was still a 
world sensation?” 


“Times change,” said Rhodan. He made a friendly nod to an officer who 
had suddenly stopped to stare at him in amazement. Rhodan’s memory for 
faces was phenomenal. “Well — Col. Jenkins, if I’m not mistaken. You’re 
still here on Mars?” 

“Mr. Rhodan! What a surprise to see you here! Excuse me, but I didn’t 
know — I mean, your coming through like this as an ordinary passenger . . . 
Hello, Mr. Bell.” 

Bell also shook hands with him. “By any chance are you a customs 
officer?” he inquired. 


“Of course not. I’m in charge of the tourist traffic. Customs are a sub 
department, but as you know yourself they aren’t such a big operation any 
more. We’re mainly concerned with controlling the infiltration of 
communicable diseases.” 


“Oh — you mean they have to pay a duty?” asked Bell, grinning. 


Rhodan smiled and checked his watch. The scheduled spaceship would be 
taking off in 10 minutes. 


Colonel Jenkins shook his head. “Naturally not, but nevertheless, customs 
control is important in that regard. If anybody tries to smuggle an 
extraterrestrial creature to Earth, there’s always the danger that contagious 
bacteria —” 


“T understand,” said Bell, and he patted the pockets of his uniform. “As you 
can see, I’m not carrying any Venusian saurians.” 


Rhodan placed a hand on Jenkins’ shoulder. “Don’t take him too seriously, 
Colonel. Mr. Bell is taking advantage of the fact that he’s traveling as a 
passenger. That doesn’t happen every day, as you must admit. But I believe 
we'd better get going or the ship will take off without us.” 


“That could certainly happen, Mr. Rhodan,” Jenkins confirmed. He saluted 
respectfully. “Bon voyage, gentlemen!” 


Later in their double cabin, Bell lolled on his bed and closed his eyes in 
pleasurable satisfaction. He sighed. “It’s really comical, you know. Other 
people have to have something special to enjoy themselves. But we’re just 
the opposite. It’s a recreation for us to behave like normal folks. It’s true — 
we went from Arkon to Mars through a transmitter — but now we’re on 
board a space liner and are flying on a scheduled route to Earth. We could 
just as well have taken one of the cruisers of the Mars fleet.” 


“You have a point there,” said Rhodan as he also lay down. He wanted to 
make the most of these few hours of rest. “A person always searches for 
what he doesn’t normally have. The ordinary citizen seeks the 
extraordinary, and we yearn for normality. It’s a psychological problem if 
you ask me.” 


Bell did not answer. He kept his eyes closed and was aware of the slight 
vibration of the engines. Mars had long since fallen away into the depths of 
the void, as the space liner was already traveling at over 1000 kms per 
second. He was thinking that only an hour ago he had been on Arkon 3, the 
governing planet of the Arkonides in star cluster M 13. Pucky the 
mousebeaver had protested somewhat strenuously about having to stay 
behind. But Rhodan had promised him that he’d only be away for a few 


days at the most. Then he and Bell would come back — and they would 
bring someone with them. 


Since then Bell had been racking his brains to figure who it was Rhodan 
was referring to. Whom did he plan to bring from the Earth to be with them 
in this battle against the Posbis — against these thinking robots whose actual 
origin was unknown? Rhodan had remained silent on this question, as he 
was now. 


The passenger ship continued through space at an ever increasing velocity 
until it reached the halfway mark. Then it began to go into retropulsion and 
slow its pace. Within 5 hours after its take off from Mars, it landed in the 
spaceport of Terrania. 


It was not to be disputed that Earth still placed great value on tradition. One 
might just as easily have covered the distance in 10 minutes. 
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Bell’s patience was soon put to the test. After a preliminary discussion with 
Mercant and other high officials, he and Rhodan met with Kule-Tats and 
Van Moders at Terrania’s Institute of Science. These two men were the 
greatest living experts in the field of robot research. The Ara scholar Kule- 
Tats had allied himself with the Terrans and had already contributed 
outstanding services while supporting the robotics specialist Van Moders in 
his difficult work. It was their objective to investigate the nature and 
functions of the positronic biological robots — otherwise known as Posbis 
and to penetrate the mystery that surrounded this remarkable big 
mechanical race. 


Bell had prepared himself for an extremely boring and nerve racking 
session because he knew that scientists had a habit that was very irritating 
to laymen, in that they tended to express the simplest ideas in the most 
complicated terms possible. However, he was pleasantly deceived on this 
score. 


“We’ve come a long way,” Van Moders began, in the brilliantly lighted 
office. “Certainly without Kule-Tats I might not have succeeded in 
uncovering certain significant clues.” 

The lean figured Ara protested modestly. “Van Moders shared an equal 
burden in the work,” he said. 


Since the inception of the great coalition between Akons, Terrans and 
Arkonides, he had worked with a redoubled dedication. The threat posed by 
an apparently unconquerable enemy had welded the races of the Milky 


Way together, and now their mutual efforts were aimed at a single objective 
— to find a weak point in the Posbis’ defenses, or to construct a weapon that 
would destroy them. Of course the first thing necessary was to know 
precisely who and what the Posbis were. 


“This is no time for either of you to be modest,” Rhodan admonished them 
as he sat down. Bell and the two scientists also seated themselves. “Now 
get on with it, please.” 


The Ara looked imploringly at Van Moders, and the latter continued. 


“All right, then Pll speak for both of us, but if I know Kule-Tats he’ll 
interrupt me after the first three sentences. He believes that open 
discussions are easier and more fruitful than a dry dissertation.” 

“That’s exactly my opinion, too,” said Bell approvingly. “Fire away!” 

Van Moders took a deep breath. “Previously we were convinced that the 
Posbis always had been what they seem to be today,” he began, but 
immediately added a qualification. “It’s true that we had certain suspicions 
but there were never any conclusive proofs of what we were thinking. 
These suspicions or assumptions, our researches up to the present and our 
work with the positronic computers have led to a well, let’s call it a 
provisional overall conclusion.” 


Rhodan leaned forward and looked at him intently. “Aha!” he said, but 
nothing more. 


Bell remained silent, alternately watching the Ara and Van Moders. 


The latter continued. ““We’re now convinced that originally the Posbis were 
nothing else than ordinary robots with normal mechanical and positronic 
characteristics.” He paused as if expecting approval for his statement, but 
he was only met with Bell’s and Rhodan’s rapt surveillance. “So the 
present Posbis were formerly normal robots,’ he repeated. “Tens of 
thousands of years ago they were built by the former inhabitants of 
Mechanica, and then they were left to the Laurins. 


“This much we know, but so far we don’t know why or how this happened. 
Perhaps the Mechanica people were employed by the Laurins to build the 
robots, or they may have been forced to do so. We can only go on 
assumptions here, as you well know.” 


Rhodan nodded, but then Kule-Tats spoke quickly before Van Moders 
could continue. 


“There’s no doubt that the Laurins, these mysterious entities from the 
depths of the starless void, were either employers or clients of the 


Mechanica people, who even then must have had an excellent reputation as 
robot builders. As Van Moders has already pointed out, what the Laurins 
received was normal robots. But how is it that such robots came to be 
endowed with emotions and feelings? Who gave them the plasma — or what 
they call the ‘Innermost?’”’* 


Van Moders interrupted. “I was just going to try to explain that. The 
Laurins had some specific purpose for the robots, and of course we have no 
way of knowing what it was. We could make suppositions but they 
probably wouldn’t be of much use to you. At any rate, Kule-Tats and I are 
convinced that the Laurins implanted cell plasma units into the robots. 
However it was accomplished, they performed an experiment which 
probably is unique in the annals of science even to this day. They attempted 
to create independently thinking machines.” 


“Quite correct!” Kule-Tats cut in again. “On that we’re in full agreement. 
But the next point has caused a few differences of opinion. Whereas I’m 
inclined to believe that the plasma mutation is purely accidental, my 
colleague has the erroneous idea —” 


“Erroneous?” said Van Moders indignantly. He waved a hand derisively. 
“It is you who are mistaken!” 


Rhodan took over. “At present I can’t judge which of you two may be in 
error. Anyway, it’s probably a question that can only be answered at some 
future time if ever. So give us your theory, Moders. Let’s see if your idea 
sounds more plausible than that of your friend Kule-Tats.” 


Van Moders smiled apologetically. “Forgive us if we get carried away in 
our scientific enthusiasm. Very well then — in my opinion the Laurins 
intended from the beginning to cause a specific change in the behavior of 
the robots, through the addition of the plasma. In a sense they sought to 
provide their machines with something that would be in their own interests 
and under their control. Otherwise they would never have attempted to 
implant the plasma brains. I think that’s logical enough — even for Kule- 
Tats...” 


“Up to this point we are in agreement,” conceded the Ara. 

“And then what happened — in your opinion?” asked Rhodan. 

Van Moders then presented his own side of the argument. “Neither Kule- 
Tats nor myself are in a position to venture so much as a guess as to the 
actual origin of the plasma, but what the Laurins did with it was to make it 
‘think,’ in their own sense of the word. During the experiment, somehow 
the plasma went through a mutational change. Instead of thinking the way 


the Laurins expected it to, its thought processes changed against them — in 
fact, with an incredible hatred. This leads me to suspect that prior to that 
time the plasma had felt defenseless in the hands of the Laurins, but it saw 
in the robots a suitable means of moving against its former oppressors.” 


Rhodan studied the young scientist reflectively. “That sounds very 
plausible, Moders. The difference between your view and that of your idea, 
Kule-Tats, is insignificant since neither one changes the end result. What it 
all goes to prove is that the Laurins tried to create a robot army for some 
unknown reason, and the ‘troops’ suddenly revolted against their erstwhile 
overlords. The robots became self-sufficient! They became the deadly 
enemy of their creators. It’s really remarkable. What could have caused 
these technological children to suddenly start hating their ‘parents?’ — so 
much so that even today after tens of thousands of years they are still the 
deadliest enemy of the Invisibles? That is a question we must find an 
answer for some day, gentlemen. Meanwhile, however, I wish to thank 
you. You’ve both rendered an invaluable service, not only to myself but to 
the entire galaxy.” Rhodan regarded both scientists searchingly. “I’m 
planning a special mission against the Posbis — no, don’t ask me for the 
details. They haven’t even been given to Mr. Bell yet. But I'd like to have 
one of you accompany me — with a stop off first on Arkon. Which of you is 
willing to come along?” 


Van Moders looked at the Ara questioningly. “I wouldn’t object to Kule- 
Tats going, Mr. Rhodan. My own researches have reached an important 
stage, and —” 

“Tl go,” said Kule-Tats. “There are a few things I'd like very much to 
observe, but that can only be done while out there on the mission. I’d like 
to study the behavior of the Posbis, especially when they are under 
pressure. Do you think I'll have an opportunity for that?” 


Rhodan smiled indulgently. “More than enough, I’m afraid.” He got up and 
gave a signal to Bell. “Pll be in touch with you, Kule-Tats. Tomorrow or 
the day after we will fly to Mars, and from there we’ll return to Arkon 3 by 
way of the transmitter.” He shook hands with both of them. “And thanks 
again. Someday we'll really find out what the Laurins were planning 
originally. But first we have to hold the line against the Posbis, which the 
Laurins have failed to do so far. Perhaps we’ll find a way to do it.” 


“Just a moment,” said Bell as Perry was about to leave. “You didn’t come 
back to Earth for Van Moders or Kule-Tats, did you? I mean — you could 
have sent for either one of them.” 


Rhodan confided in all three men. “You’re right, Bell. We have our 


technical adviser in Kule-Tats, but now what we’ re lacking is the weapon — 
the weapon against the thinking and feeling Posbis. That’s what the 
personal trip back here was for.” 


Bell was startled. “A weapon? I didn’t know we had anything yet that 
could handle the Posbis.” 


Rhodan smiled mysteriously. “Maybe I didn’t express myself exactly — 
sorry, my mistake. I mean that we will bring the man with us to Arkon 3 
who will enable us to take the Posbis’ top weapon from them, so that we 
can use it against them.” 


“And who would that be?” asked Kule-Tats, suddenly intrigued. 


“We're flying to him now, if you’d care to come along. He’s right here in 
Terrania.” 


Kule-Tats was more than willing to accompany them, and Van Moders 
excused himself. Outside the institute a helicopter was waiting for the three 
men. 


During the short flight, Rhodan did some explaining. “You know, Kule- 
Tats, still today I consider Ellert to be the most amazing mutant of them all. 
It’s true that he lost his tele temporian ability of traveling subconsciously 
into the future, but when he returned to us from the time plane of the 
Druufs he acquired a new ability. He could leave his body and take over 
another entity’s body at incredible distances — in fact, he would practically 
become that other person or entity. As I’ve pointed out before, we have 
called Ernst Ellert a pare tuner because his faculty enables him to ‘tune in’ 
on alien intelligences. However, in the past several decades he has hardly 
been put to use. Most of the time his body lies in his former pyramid tomb 
because the requisite conditions for his preservation are there. When 
Ellert’s mind or non-physical essence is absent from his body, it wouldn’t 
be able to last very long without such safety provisions. 


“In those times, more than a half century ago, Ellert experienced some 
incredible adventures. As a disembodied entity he wandered through the 
universe and time. He observed the creation of the galaxy and all its stars, 
then pushed on to the end of time where he had a presentiment of the final 
act, only to be catapulted into the time plane of the Druufs. He has told me 
about his experiences and I’m sure that someday he’ll even reveal them to 
the general public, along with all the knowledge he’s gained. At any rate, 
he finally returned to us. He was released from the Druuf time plane and 


now exists in the present. Although he lost his mastery over time he did not 
lose it in regard to space. When he separates from his body, distance ceases 
to exist for him. 


“During the past 5 or 6 decades, Ellert has hardly been in his body, which 
he barely knows how to use. I guess you know he lost his right arm. He 
was given a new one with a built in thermo weapon, but he’s never used it. 
His body lies in the tomb but his mind or spirit is always on the move. 
Ellert knows more suns and planets than the Akons, Arkonides and Terrans 
put together. He knows their inhabitants because he’s lived in them. From 
him I’ve learned much about alien races but never anything about the 
Laurins and Posbis. He has not yet encountered them.” 


The Ara understood. “And now you wish to ask Ellert to take up with the 
Posbis?” 


Rhodan nodded. “Yes, that’s what I’d like to do. No one is better suited for 
it.” 

“But —” began Bell, only to be interrupted. 

“IT know your objection, my friend,” said Perry. “That the Posbis have no 
souls? Fine, then what about the plasma? Is it also without a soul? Do you 
know that? Does anybody know it at all?” 


The helicopter slowly lost altitude. The steep pyramid still stood there in an 
open space on the edge of Terrania. Its sharp peak towered into the clear 
skies of the former desert. Two guards were posted in front of the structure. 


After the helicopter landed, its three passengers walked toward the 
pyramid’s entrance. The rectangular burial chamber where Ellert’s body 
rested was 50 meters below the surface. With the exception of a few brief 
interruptions, it had lain there for more than 150 years. 


The guards saluted when they recognized Rhodan and his companions. 
They reported that the alarm system had not yet been activated by the 
return of Ellert’s “ghost,” which had been gone for several weeks. 


Rhodan turned to Bell. “Be good enough to wait here for me with Kule- 
Tats. I'd like to try to bring Ellert back. I need to be alone and undisturbed 
so that I can concentrate.” 

Seconds later, Rhodan entered the lift that took him into the depths. The old 
secret stairway down still existed but it was hardly ever used. When he 
came into the actual chamber he was once more aware of the strange sense 
of timelessness that he always experienced whenever he saw Ellert’s body. 


The lean figure lay on the bed, a living cadaver. Attached to his head and 


chest were wires that led into a complicated apparatus. The alarm device 
close to Ellert’s mouth would instantly register his first breath and transmit 
a signal to the world above. Usually Ellert had been in the habit of 
occupying his body only for a few days or even hours before leaving it 
again. But as long as he did so the body did not age. 


Rhodan sat down on the chair beside the bed and looked at the still, earnest 
face of his mutant. The eyes were firmly closed and one might have 
thought the man was dead. But no one knew better than Rhodan that Ellert 
was alive — somewhere in the universe. 


He placed the palm of his hand on the other’s forehead in order to establish 
physical contact. Then he began to speak softly, slowly and distinctly, with 
high concentration: 

“Ernst Ellert, wherever you may be, return to Terrania. I need you, Ernst 
Ellert! All of us need you and your capabilities. Can you hear me, Ernst . . 
nie 

Rhodan knew that the answer would not be forthcoming immediately. Once 
he had called for three days before Ellert answered. He would have to be 
patient. 

“Ernst Ellert, do you hear me?” he repeated. He continued saying the same 
words but they carried with them the urgency of the task that lay ahead. 
“Answer me, Ellert! ’'m waiting for you. Where are you?” 

After two hours, Rhodan was about to give it up for the day, but then he 
sensed an answer. He sensed it rather than heard it. It was suddenly there in 
his consciousness, soundless but distinct, yet so infinitely distant. 

“Perry Rhodan — is that you? I hear you! But I can’t come, not yet. I’m in 
the middle of a task I must finish.” 


“There’s also a task waiting for you here, Ernst Ellert.” 


“If you want an entire inhabited world to perish, then I'll be there even 
today, but not willingly. People have placed their faith in me and consider 
me asa god...” 


“Where are you located?” 


“Not far from the galaxy in an isolated star cluster. These are lovable 
creatures here, but their world is threatened with extinction. Only I can 
save it...” 


“How long?” 
“Two days, Perry Rhodan. Perhaps even sooner.” 


Rhodan gave in. “All right then, I'll wait. Pll be here in two days to receive 


you. Are you satisfied?” 

“A world thanks you for its life.” 
“Not me, Ellert, but you. Good luck!” 
The contact was broken. 


Rhodan returned to the light of day where the two men were anxiously 
waiting for him. 


“Well?” asked Bell. “Didn’t you bring him with you?’’ 


“We'll pick him up in two days,” replied Rhodan, but that’s all they could 
get out of him. 


They returned in silence to Terrania. 


Rhodan took care of a few more urgent matters and then retired to his 
room. These hours of absolute rest and relaxation had become quite rare, 
but when he had the opportunity he always sought to make the most of 
them. The night activity was beginning in Terrania, for here was the largest 
spaceport on Earth. But Rhodan heard none of it. 


He lay on his bed with his eyes closed. He might be immortal and powerful 
but he was still human. He possessed a vulnerable body and was bound to 
its limitations. 


But what was Ellert? 


Two days later Rhodan was back in the burial vault. This time there was an 
immediate contact and Ellert’s body began to stir. He opened his eyes but 
continued to lie still. It took him fully 10 minutes before he recognized 
Rhodan because his transitional phase was like a deathly sleep. 


“Do you still feel weak?” asked Rhodan anxiously. He recalled that once in 
this same situation he had called in a doctor. Ellert had been very indignant 
about it and had insisted that if anything should go wrong no doctor could 
help — in fact on the contrary. Since that time Rhodan had always come 
alone. 


“Tl be all right,” said Ellert, finally, “but I think that it’s always going to 
be harder for me to return to my body. I wonder if someday I could exist 
without it.” 

“It may be possible, but it would seem very strange to all of us.” 

“To me also, I’m sure,” agreed Ellert. He sat up slowly and carefully. “I’m 
still weak but that will pass soon. It was a long journey this time. Do you 


know what I was? A worm.” 
“A worm?” 


“Yes, on an isolated planet there was this race of very peaceful and 
intelligent worms. They were almost philosophers. Yet they didn’t know 
the least thing about technology or the natural sciences. The later was 
something I wondered about because their life was closely related to 
Nature. A catastrophe threatened their world, so I became one of them and 
in a short time, through the use of my experience, I rose to a position of 
high rank and esteem — so that finally I was able to avert the catastrophe. 
They considered me to be a genius, a positive mental mutation, although 
they coined another word for it.” 


“You certainly have unusual experiences, Ellert,’ said Rhodan, and he 
checked his watch. “Do you feel strong enough now to accompany me? 
Outside they are waiting for us.” 

Ellert stood up. His strength had come back. At least he controlled his body 
as well as any of those he had taken over. “What is this task you have 
waiting for me?” he asked. 

“Van Moders will explain it to you. You have heard of him, I’m sure.” 
“Van Moders? Isn’t he the fellow who specializes in robots and their 
psychology?” 

“Yes, he’s the one. You’ve also heard of the Posbis, I believe. They’re the 
ones we’ ll be dealing with.” 

“Have I ever heard of them! How could [ help it? But I’ve never run across 
them.” 

“You will soon have an opportunity to do so.” 

Ellert had gone ahead of him but suddenly came to a halt. “What, you mean 
I'll have something to do with the robots? How could that be possible?” 
“Moders will explain it to you,” Rhodan repeated. “He’s waiting for us 
upstairs.” 

Ellert’s right arm hung stiffly at his side, but everyone knew that he could 
raise it swiftly and release a deadly energy beam from it. It was Bell’s 
technical form of thanks to the mutant. 

After a somewhat lengthy lecture on board the helicopter, Van Moders 
concluded his explanation to Ellert. “So now you know the situation. There 
is no doubt that the plasma is organic but it’s a very unusual substance. It 
may be found on all Posbi spaceships and is practically their brains.” 


Rhodan interrupted. “A brain, yet not a brain in the traditional sense. It 


involves an amalgamation of countless billions of autonomous cells which 
form a more or less permanent bond. You have to understand, Ellert, that it 
seems more than just risky to try penetrating a Posbi plasma brain. It can 
involve mortal danger for you because nobody knows how this thinking 
plasma may react. It will certainly put up a resistance, but maybe we’ll be 
able to fool it yet.” 


“Tl admit. I’ve not been able to find any Posbis so far, although I’ve 
searched for them, but I believe we’re exaggerating the danger. I can 
withdraw any time if things become threatening. It may be that I’ve never 
contacted the Posbis because their thought plasma is actually of a different 
structure than the tissue of a normal brain.” 


“There can also be other reasons,” Rhodan warned him. “At any rate we’ll 
take every possible precaution. I don’t want to lose you, Ellert!” 
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One day later the four men entered the matter transmitter on Mars. They 
took only a single step and found themselves in the receiver on Arkon 3. 
From there they took a ground vehicle to the nearby spaceport where the 
THEODORICH was waiting for them. 


The mighty space sphere, measuring almost a mile in diameter, was resting 
on its antigrav fields as well as its landing struts, since its tremendous mass 
would otherwise have dented the surface of the planet. It was surrounded 
by other ships which were being prepared for the special mission. These 
consisted mostly of units of the Arkonide fleet, but among them were also 
Terran and Springer warships. All such racial political entities were now 
united in an alliance. It had required a strong and dangerous enemy to unite 
the powers of the Milky Way. Where diplomacy and good will had failed, 
fear had succeeded. 


The powerfully built commander, Jefe Claudrin, was waiting for them in 
the control central. He attempted to soften his voice but it always sounded 
like the trumpeting of a bull elephant. 


“Everything is shipshape on board the THEODORICH, sir,” he reported. 
“The special equipment for mutant Ellert has been installed. The scientific 
staff from Earth has arrived and is ready for the mission.” 

Rhodan expressed his thanks and also greeted the other men, officers, 
scientists and mutants. Then he turned to Ellert. “You might like to know 
that here on the THEODORICH we've practically duplicated all the 
preservation equipment of your mausoleum in Terrania. So from now on 


you can continue your wanderings and leave your body as you please, 
without any danger to yourself. And you’re backed up by cell rejuvenation 
facilities. I thought that was necessary since we don’t know how long you 
may have to be absent from your body, once we get things started.” 


Ernst Ellert had shaken hands with everyone present, using his left hand 
only His right hand hung motionlessly at his side. They all knew of the 
weapon it contained and were happy he hadn’t tried to greet them with it. 


“You haven’t told me how we’re going to get close enough to the Posbis. 
Perry — that is, without arousing suspicion.” 


“That’s all been planned. We’ll carry out a mock attack and let them chase 
us.” Rhodan shook his head. “I'll confess that a less risky solution would 
be preferable, but there isn’t any. In fact I wouldn’t hold it against you if 
you refused this assignment.” 


“You think Id do that?” Ellert smiled. “Especially now, and here in front 
of everybody?” 


“You had your chance when we were alone in the tomb,” Rhodan reminded 
him, “and you didn’t refuse. I know that you don’t shy away from danger 
because you never have to worry about your physical body. Even if one 
day you should lose it, you yourself would not be dead.” 


Jefe Claudrin saw several indicator lamps light up on his flight console. 
“The THEODORICH is ready for takeoff, sir,’ he announced. “Are there 
any changes to be made in our planned course?” 


“No, Claudrin. Proceed with the takeoff. We’ll continue this briefing in 
flight.” He pointed to Kule-Tats while addressing the rest of the men. “May 
I introduce you to the prominent Ara biologist, Kule-Tats? He has been 
working in close collaboration with Van Moders, whom you all know. 
Primarily, Kule-Tats will concern himself with Ellert’s body, and later he’ Il 
take over the mission evaluation work.” 


Rhodan paused briefly before continuing. “Just a few more words on the 
general situation, gentlemen. Solar Intelligence has been able to confirm 
absolutely that the Akons have abandoned their normal pattern of plotting 
against us. So they seem to be willing to hold to the terms of the alliance 
treaty, which is good for us because it gets them off our backs for the 
moment. But no one can say whether or not this situation might change, 
should the Posbis ever be defeated or destroyed. It’s quite possible then that 
the Akons would back out of their agreements or simply break the treaty. 
We shall have to give some thought even to that possibility.” 


Arkon 3 fell away and grew smaller on the viewscreens. The giant ship 


passed the cosmic fortresses of the Imperium unhindered. It picked up 
speed and plunged into outer space on its calculated course. Its linear 
propulsion system enabled it to make a direct flight at trans light velocities 
without any transitions. 


When Rhodan finally announced that he would now reveal the mission’s 
destination, Pucky the mousebeaver seemed to prick up his ears In spite of 
his probings the little telepath had not been able to find out anything 
because Rhodan had screened his thoughts from him. 


“Our short lived application of the narco weapon did not prove out 
according to expectations,” Perry continued. “The Posbis learn too quickly. 
They found a way of shielding themselves against it and we couldn’t 
surprise them with it anymore. It’s the objective of our present operation to 
discover the secret of the robots’ greatest and most devastating weapon. I 
am referring to the transformation cannon.” 


Tension was visible on the faces of his listeners. In their eyes was reflected 
the terror that the mere mention of this terrible weapon invoked in their 
minds. 


The transformation beam! 


“All of you are familiar with the method by which this weapon achieves its 
effect,’ Rhodan continued, “but no one knows how it actually works. To 
review briefly what we do know about it: it involves an extra dimensional 
beam of energy which operates simultaneously as a transmitter — actually 
like our lost fictive transmitter. What it transmits to the target is a macro 
sized nuclear bomb, which is thus able to pass through all types of 
protective energy screens. These bombs, which are usually in the 1000 
gigaton range, detonate so close to the target that its complete destruction is 
unavoidable. There is no defense against a transformation shot. Every 
defense screen breaks down under the impact and is shattered. Even the 
most powerful energy weapon we have is a child’s toy in comparison. Our 
technicians and scientists have sought in vain to find out something about 
the nature of this weapon. They could only make one recommendation: try 
to capture the weapon and we’ll reproduce it! Gentlemen, that’s precisely 
what we’re going to attempt.” 

They all stared at Rhodan, pale and silent. 

Only Ellert appeared to be quite calm and collected. He sat on the couch 
with Pucky and slowly scratched the mousebeaver’s fur. “And how do I fit 
into all this?” he asked. “A ghost can hardly steal and transport a beam 
projector or even the plans for its construction.” 


Rhodan looked at him searchingly. “The problem isn’t all that simple, 
Ellert. We'll only arrive at our goal through a devious route, and that’s 
where you come in. However, no one’s going to ask you to bring us any 
plans out of spirit land.” 


It was a mild rebuke and Ellert fell silent 


“T still have to mention,” continued Rhodan, “that Atlan has another 
opinion. He believes it’s more important to search for the unknown central 
Posbi station that we were in contact with. Atlan is right about the fact that 
this central station must be located, but I consider the transformation 
weapon to be first in the order of priorities. Without a weapon that will 
render even the Posbis defenseless, we could never hope to attack such a 
fortress successfully. So what use would its discovery be to us as long as 
we’re not prepared with the requisite weapon?” 


“The weapon is more important,” agreed some of his listeners. 


“So that’s why we’re on the present mission,” said Rhodan. “Atlan has 
seen my side of the argument and has placed some units of his fleet at our 
disposal. We’ll be in constant contact with them and can depend on their 
support if we need them. However, the THEODORICH remains the focal 
point of the operation — primarily because Ellert is on board.” 


Ernst Ellert spoke up again. “What role will I play in this?” he asked. 


Rhodan walked over to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. “It may 
sound easy, Ernst, but it’s probably the most difficult thing ’ ve ever asked 
of any man. You are to take over the controlling brain of a Posbi fragment 
ship, after which you will grant us permission to dismantle one or two 
transformation cannons.” 


There was a breathless silence in the control central. Now it was out in the 
open and everyone grasped the import of Rhodan’s plan. More than once 
the Terrans had been able to capture a fallen Posbi ship and investigate it, 
but in no instance had a transformation weapon been found intact. Secret 
circuits had always been activated, causing them to self-destruct even 
before any strangers could come on board. 


So Ellert’s mission suddenly made sense. Since his conscious mind could 
take over other entities and give them commands, he was the only one who 
could block such a self-destruct action. He himself would have to become a 
Posbi. 


Rhodan broke the spell of silence. “We don’t know if this risky adventure 
will succeed but we have to give it a try. Ellert is to return at once if he runs 
into any trouble. His life must not be endangered. To make sure he’ll be 


able to get back, the THEODORICH will never be too far away from the 
fragment ship in question.” 


“The distance makes no difference,” advised Ellert confidently. 


“There are situations where it might, Ellert,’ retorted Rhodan. “You 
understand: at the first sign of trouble you are to come back.” 


Ellert did not answer. 


Bell spoke up. “And where do we find these fragment ships? They always 
show up somewhere else, and when we go after them —” 


“We are flying to the place where you’ll always find them,’ Rhodan 
assured him. “We’re going to Frago.” 


Frago! 


With that the last point was clear. The THEODORICH was on the verge of 
flying directly into hell. 


2. 
PRIZE OF WAR 


Thousands of years ago the Posbis had stolen isolated planets from the 
Milky Way -— or at least it was assumed it was the Posbis. Such worlds had 
been provided with planetary propulsion machines and were navigated into 
the starless abyss between the galaxies. Many of them had then been 
forgotten and left to themselves while the robots had built strongholds and 
strategic bases on others. 


Frago was such a planet. 


Located at a distance of 92000 light years from star cluster M 13, it was 
deep in the intercosmic void between the galaxies. Having a diameter of 
9300 miles, it was thus larger than the Earth. Since Frago had no sun and 
the Posbis had no need for ordinary illumination, depending instead on 
their infra-red optical systems, this was a dark world that drifted through 
the eternal blackness of the Abyss. 


Frago was an industrial world for the Posbis. Its surface resembled that of 
the fragment ships and was cluttered with a maze of bizarre structures and 
protuberances whose purpose had for the most part remained a mystery. 
The planet was guarded by an entire fleet of the extremely deadly fragment 
ships massive misshapen monstrosities that measured 114 miles in diameter. 


“Well, that does it!” groaned Bell as he sat down on the couch next to 
Ellert. 


Pucky hardly moved from where he was. “Are you afraid, Fatso?’ he 
asked. 


Rhodan rescued Bell from a tight spot. “We’re all afraid,” he said, “and 
that includes you, Pucky. Only an impudent braggart would claim that he 
didn’t know fear. We’ll do our best to lure one of the fragment ships out of 
the fleet, and then Ellert will try to take over the brain of the commander. 
What will happen then we don’t know.” 

During all this, Jefe Claudrin had been occupied with his flight controls, 
but now he made an announcement. “We are right on course. Our velocity 
is 100 times light speed and increasing. Destination can be reached in two 
days.” 


“Have you taken care of positioning the rest of the fleet?” inquired Rhodan. 


“200 ships are waiting near Frago for their orders, sir. Also a fleet tender is 
with them per your instructions.” 


“Excellent,” said Rhodan, and then he turned to the others. “That will be all 
for now. I thank you, gentlemen.” He waited until all mutants except Pucky 
and Ellert had left the control central. “Kule-Tats, you and Ellert should go 
now and have a look at his special equipment. Test it out. Perhaps it 
wouldn’t hurt to make an experiment within the confines of the ship. We 
have to make sure that everything humanly possible has been done to 
ensure the success of this mission. We have two days of time when there’s 
little chance of our being disturbed. Inside the Kalup absorption field we’re 
safe against any attacks.” 


Behind the THEODORICH the stars of the Milky Way appeared to 
coalesce slowly into a lake of light. Ahead of it lay the vast Abyss, the 
limitless void between the island universes. In earlier times it had been 
assumed that this vast emptiness was literally void, but later it had been 
determined that it contained more than enough matter to form thousands of 
solar systems. There were even isolated suns that sometimes wandered 
from the edge of the galaxy along with their planets and drifted outward 
toward some nameless destination. 


The purpose of the THEODORICH’s flight was military and left little time 
for scientific research, yet this did not keep the astronomers on board from 
making use of the unique opportunity. They had assembled in the 
observatory dome which looked like a transparent bubble on the vast hull 
of the flagship. The latest precision instruments produced by Terran science 
made it an ideal research laboratory, since there was no outer atmosphere to 
obstruct the view. Even with the naked eye one could see millions of light 
years into space. The instruments, however, made the most distant objects 
leap into near proximity — or at least they seemed to. 


The head of the observatory in Terrania, Chief Astronomer Zecharius, 
seemed to dance nervously from one foot to the other as he adjusted the 
sharpness of the viewscreen that was coupled to the radar telescope. “I shall 
prove to you, gentlemen, that I am right,” he said. “Out here in the Abyss 
there are not only stolen Posbi planets and a few isolated suns but entire 
star systems as well. The only reason they haven’t been discovered so far is 
that no one has simply had the opportunity, the proper equipment, and the 
time.” 


“And because nobody ever took us along before!” declared Professor Olaf 
Judge, who was the chief astronomer of Mt. Palomar. 


“Exactly!” replied Zecharius gravely. 


“What actually are you trying to prove?” inquired Judge cautiously while 
his colleagues nodded in agreement with the question. “That there are more 
than a sun or two out here where it was once thought to be a starless void? 
We know that already.” 


“I spoke of stellar systems, my friend. Entire star clusters or micro 
galaxies.” 


“Between the Milky Way and Andromeda?” asked Judge, frankly skeptical. 
“But that’s absurd!” 


“You'll see that I’m not mistaken,” countered Zecharius. He pointed to the 
viewscreen which revealed a sector of the Abyss with a clarity that had 
never been seen before. 


“What would you say that is?” 


Everyone looked at the viewscreen which covered the entire wall. It was 
the only part of the dome that was not transparent. In the blackness of space 
that the THEODORICH was traversing in the direction of Andromeda there 
was not much to see. Far across the vast gulf were pale flecks of light, 
diffused and barely discernible. Some of them were like lenses turned on 
edge, some were spherical in shape, and others looked like fiery pinwheels 
frozen in time. 


“What are you getting at, Zecharius?” asked one of the other astronomers, 
pointing to the nebulous patches. “Those are definitely galaxies, anywhere 
from 2 to 10 million light years distant. Over there — that bright, elongated 
nebula — you have Andromeda, known to every schoolboy. So where are 
your isolated star clusters? In fact, how could any such stellar systems have 
come here?” 


Although Zecharius reddened slightly he controlled himself. “Look here at 
this bright spot!’ He pointed to an almost circular patch of light. “Do you 
think that’s an island universe some millions of light years away? You’re 
wrong, sir! I'll be willing to place a bet on it.” 


“That’s easy to say!” retorted Judge sarcastically. “How can you bet on 
something that can’t be proved?” 


Zecharius seemed to be offended. “You forget that we have high precision 
instruments here. Among them is this stellar range finder. With this I can 
prove my point. It was newly installed during the THEODORICH’s last 
visit to Earth, but until now there’s been no opportunity to put it to work. 
Its operating principle is similar to that of the sensor scanners.” 


“And what’s to guarantee that you’re not pulling our legs?’ asked 
someone. 


Zecharius gave the speaker a poisonous look and then turned to the range 
finder. His deft fingers flew over the controls. On a small panel, numbers 
appeared. They rushed past swiftly at first and then moved more slowly. 
Finally they came to a stop. Zecharius leaned forward and read them off. 


“82000 .. .! Gentlemen, an object of that brightness at a distance of 82000 
light years can’t be just an isolated sun! I would estimate that we’re looking 
at two to three thousand stars!” 


There were loud, indignant protests. Everybody talked at once while also 
shouting at Zecharius, who calmly took out his notebook and entered the 
data: direction of the discovery, probable number of stars, arrangement and 
diameter of the formation . . . He hesitated a moment while listening to the 
others’ heated debate. 


Then he finally asked: “Does anyone have an objection to calling the star 
cluster Zecharius 1?” 


Their amazement left them speechless. They could only stare at him in 
bewilderment. Taking their silence for acceptance, he duly recorded the 
name along with the other data in his notebook. 


He nodded his head in satisfaction. “Now what was the actual amount of 
our wager?” he asked. 


Suddenly, Reginald Bell broke in on the hectic scene. He had slept for 
several hours and had come here to the dome to observe the universe as he 
had often done before. However prosaic his nature might have appeared to 
be, the aspect of infinity never failed to make its impact upon him. He 
could stand here for hours looking at the dim, nebulous lights of the distant 
galaxies, and his fantasy dangled before him the wildest vision. He saw 
himself on the first inter galactic expedition, entering an alien Milky Way. 
Other natural laws — other conditions unlimited adventure! 


Bell came to a stop, bewildered by the spectacle of the scientists in such a 
heated argument. 


“Come in!” Judge shouted at him, and he led him into the center of the 
dome. “You can be the referee.” 


“Referee?” Bell was at a loss. “What’s this all about, anyway?” 


It was amply explained to him and Zecharius offered the concluding 
remarks. “This will not be the only discovery of this kind, Mr. Bell. There 
will be others. I have always suspected that the Abyss only appears to be 
empty. In fact at first glance it does seem that all we have out here is just a 
few errant suns and some dust clouds. However, as a result of more 
detailed investigation, it is to be seen that —” 


“Just a minute, Professor!” Bell interrupted. He pointed to the stellar range 
finder. “Did you use this for determining the distance?” 


“Absolutely, and it leaves no doubt!” 


“IT believe you. This thing can’t be beat. When you get the distance then 
you also know the size of the object. So you see, gentlemen, there can’t be 
any doubt about the validity of your colleague’s discovery, but —” 


They were about to renew their protests. However, Bell’s dangling word, 
“but,” seemed to give them pause. They looked at him expectantly. 


“But what?” asked Zecharius. 


“Your discovery is valid,” Bell repeated cheerfully, “but I can’t agree with 
the name you gave it. I'll admit that Zecharius 1 doesn’t sound so bad, but 
you can’t give that star cluster a name, since it already has one.” 


Zecharius was as startled as if he had seen a ghost. “Already has one!? 
What is it called?” 


Bell walked slowly to the door and opened it. “Reginald Bell 1,” he 
answered, and then went out in a hurry. 


Zecharius’ indignant outcry was virtually drowned in the laughter of his 
colleagues. 


Toward the end of the second 24 hour period, the THEODORICH’s 
velocity dropped below light speed. If Frago had not moved faster than 
calculated, the planet must be somewhere close by. Since it had no sun and 
was dark, the tracking and scanning systems went into operation. The 
technicians sat before the screens and waited tensely for Frago to appear. It 
would not be visible to the naked eye but it would not escape their far 
searching instruments. 


But Frago itself was not the main issue. 


Below in a cargo room, Ernst Ellert lay on the special bed that had been 
prepared for him. In addition to Rhodan and several mutants, Kule-Tats 
was present with a number of doctors and specialists. Under the Ara’s 
direction these were the same men who had rechecked and tested the 
equipment, which matched that of the tomb to a hair. The cargo hold was 
connected by viewscreens to the control central, the observatory and the 
tracking center. 


“They’ve located Frago!” chirped Pucky excitedly while pointing at the 
screen. “We’ll soon see some action now!” 


Pucky sat next to IItu, his little female counterpart who now accompanied 
him on all his missions. She had as good a command of telepathy as he did, 
and she was equal to him in her psychokinetic and teleportation abilities. 
The two of them made an excellent team in spite of their frequent 
arguments. 


Rhodan nodded to Ellert. “You know what you have to do,” he said. “The 
main thing is to take over the commanding brains of the ship that we’ll try 
to isolate. We’ll fly just fast enough so that it can follow us. We’ll be able 
to tell by the fragment ship’s actions whether or not you’ ve succeeded — in 
case we lose contact with you.” 


“ll report back in any case,” Ellert promised. He let himself sink back on 
the soft pillow, weary and in need of rest. His cheeks were sunken and 
feverish-looking. His eyes lay deep in their sockets. “All you have to do is 
watch over my body. I wouldn’t want to lose it, even if it’s easier to replace 
than my soul — if you want to call it that.” 


Rhodan nodded to him reassuringly but inwardly he churned with anxiety 
and uncertainty. Wasn’t he thoughtlessly gambling with the life of his 
mutant? With anyone other than Ellert he would not have risked this 
undertaking, but he realized that Ellert could exist without his body. This 
was a poor consolation, yet it was one, nevertheless. 


Jefe Claudrin made an announcement from the control central. “We’ve 
been spotted by four fragment ships, sir. Your orders?” 


“Run for it toward the Milky Way. Just slow enough to be pursued, but fast 
enough to stay out of range of their weapons. Everything else is as we’ve 
discussed. Is that clear?” 


“Tn order, sir.” 


Rhodan bent down to Ellert. “Let’s give it a try, Ernst. You know the 
procedure. As soon as you’ve gained a degree of control over the robot 
commander, take the ship off course and order a transition to the Milky 
Way. Then wait there in outer space until we track you. Maybe you can 
send out a tracer signal. Have you got that?” 


Ellert nodded silently. It was apparent that he was concentrating so as not 
to be distracted. The scientists and technicians waited silently and 
expectantly in the background. Pucky and Iltu joined hands as their faces 
also reflected extreme concentration. They were telepathically monitoring 
Ellert’s thoughts. 


Rhodan watched his friend’s face. Although it seemed to be relaxed it still 
revealed signs of life. It had become increasingly more difficult for Ellert to 


return to his body. Could it also be that it was becoming harder for him to 
leave it? Was his ability to travel in disembodied form beginning to 
weaken? 


Kule-Tats came up to Rhodan. “His spirit has already left the body,” he 
whispered. “His appearance of being asleep is deceptive. The body has 
stiffened already. See for yourself.” 


Rhodan carefully ran his fingertips over Ellert’s face. It seemed to be cold 
and hard like that of a cadaver. 


“He’s out there on board the ship,” said Pucky. “I can trace him but the 
contact is weak. I'll lose him as soon as he becomes a Posbi.” 


Rhodan called to Claudrin. ““What’s the situation?” 


The commander reported in terse, broken sentences. “Approaching light 
speed. Four fragment ships still dogging our course. No shots yet. We’re 
out of firing range.” 


“Thank you,” answered Rhodan, looking down again at Ellert. 


The body which had lain there so quietly began to jerk spasmodically as if 
the pare tuner were in pain. Once the eyes even opened to stare at Rhodan, 
emptily and timelessly. Then they closed again. His left hand closed into a 
fist. One knee drew up and straightened again. His whole body seemed to 
be in an upheaval. 


“It’s horrible to look at,’ Rhodan whispered to Kule-Tats, who stood 
silently beside him and kept his eyes on the instruments. “I think I’ ve asked 
too much of him. Perhaps I shouldn’t have done it.” 


“Tt will be difficult to outwit the Posbis,” replied the Ara, still undiverted 
from his task. “We have to be patient.” 

Claudrin reported again. “The leading fragment ship has wavered slightly 
from its course, sir. The other three are still following us on a straight line.” 
“Distance?” 

“Three light minutes, sir.” 

“Keep that distance, Claudrin.” 

Rhodan leaned over Ellert and placed a hand on his forehead. It was as cold 
and hard as stone. But then the mutant suddenly arched up and his eyes 


opened wide, staring. From his lips issued sounds that were at first 
stammering and hardly intelligible, but then they became more distinct. 


“[’ve had contact, Perry.., hard . . . they resist.” The body trembled. “Six 
plasma brains in the nav control . . . tuning myself in . . . making para- 
psychic contact... report later ifI can...” 


The body dropped back against the pillow. The eyes closed and the limbs 
stiffened. From a scientific point of view, Ernst Ellert was now dead. The 
instrument indicators trembled, began to descend, and then halted at the 
bottom of their scales. Ellert’s body revealed no further sign of life. 


Rhodan compressed his lips while a deep cleft appeared between his brows. 
Then he pulled himself together. “Pucky — do you still have contact?” 


“Just barely. I get snatches of thoughts that seem to reflect terrific strain. 
Also pain and torment. There’s a trace of fear but I don’t know where it’s 
coming from — Ellert or the Posbi.” 


“Let me know immediately if there’s any change.” 
Pucky nodded and continued to concentrate. 


Kule-Tats kneeled by Ellert’s body and examined it. When he got up his 
face reflected both concern and surprise. “If this were anyone else I 
wouldn’t hesitate to issue a death certificate,” he said in frustration, “but 
it’s different with Ellert. His body probably has to be in this state for his 
spirit to get anywhere.” 


Rhodan made no comment. He called to Claudrin. “Anything new, 
Commodore?” 


“All four ships still on our trail. Course deviation for lead ship remains 
minimal. In fact, slightly corrected. No attacks so far. Velocity 0.99 light 
speed.” He hesitated. “Do you have any instructions, sir?” 


“No — nothing to add. Continue flight. Keep your distance. That is all.” 
Now all they could do was wait. 
Rhodan looked down again at Ellert’s face. It was the face of a dead man, 


yet Ellert lived. At the moment, Rhodan would have given a lot to know 
what Ernst Ellert was feeling, thinking and experiencing.” 


*k 


It was the same as always. 


Ellert saw Rhodan, Kule-Tats and everything else grow hazy and blurred. 
Then he left his body and drifted upward. He passed through the solid 
metal walls of the ship without the slightest difficulty and then hung 
suspended in space. The giant sphere of the THEODORICH was traveling 
with him at the same speed, or actually it seemed they were not traveling at 
all. Far behind them, four faintly discernible objects were apparent to his 
disembodied vision — their pursuers. 


He concentrated on them and was suddenly in their vicinity. If he had 
concentrated on the great Andromeda nebula he would have been there just 
as quickly. 

The leading fragment ship appeared to be the best suited to his purpose. 
Effortlessly he drifted into the interior of the monstrous vessel. He floated 
invisibly through the long corridors, encountered a number of robots who 
continued unsuspectingly about their work, and finally reached the 
navigation central. He was only vaguely aware of the emanations coming 
from the plasma brains. The impulses seemed to be weak and disordered, 
but the Posbi commander appeared to sense his presence. 


Ellert acted swiftly in order not to lose the element of surprise. The central 
brain consisted of six separate plasma masses which were connected with 
one another. They were protected by metal covers that were 10 cms thick, 
but for Ellert this was no hindrance. 


It was much more difficult to penetrate the brain itself as he was met with 
an unexpected resistance. The Posbi commander sought to defend himself. 
Ellert knew that in time he could overcome the resistance but he wasn’t 
sure how long he could hold out. It was highly possible that within minutes 
or even seconds he might be “thrown out” from the Posbi. 


After making a preliminary close contact he withdrew and returned to the 
THEODORICH to report to Rhodan. Then he came back to the scene and 
attacked with all his might. His focused concentration repulsed the plasma 
brain’s impulses and at his first attempt he succeeded in putting the 
commander out of action — but that didn’t completely eliminate the danger. 
In contrast to his usual takeovers, the hostile brain refused to remain 
passive and strove violently to reclaim its rightful place. A battle developed 
within the plasma brain itself. 


Thus he was only able to dedicate a portion of his disembodied self to the 
actual task at hand, while the other portion was busy trying to keep the 
robot commander under control. He began to become a Posbi. 


His commands were obediently transmitted by the relay station and the 
fragment ship carefully altered its course from the direct line of pursuit. 
However, it required another ten minutes before Ellert could subdue the 
reluctant plasma brain to the point where it would at least temporarily 
desist in its struggle against his direction. 


Ellert expended more than an hour in familiarizing himself with the ship 
and its robot crew. Leaving a part of his consciousness with the robot 
commander, he investigated the nature of the Posbis. He could only glean 


superficial impressions, but it was all so strange and monstrous that he 
almost forgot his original purpose here. The Posbis were strangely lacking 
in memory in the sense of time consciousness. Their awareness reached 
back to the moment of their individual genesis, but what came before that 
they did not know. Robot like, they were only conscious of their assigned 
tasks, the orders of the commander, and their duty to destroy themselves in 
case of a hopeless situation. 


When Ellert turned his full attention back to the central brain, he realized 
why it was so difficult to gain control over this alien intelligence. Where all 
other brains were concerned, the corresponding cells formed an integrated 
unit of intellect. Each cell became interdependent and lost all individual 
identity. In the plasma brain it was a completely different situation. Each 
individual cell could think and exist independently. Each one of them had 
to be overcome and brought under control. Ellert’s consciousness had to 
split up into millions of focal points in order to master the robot 
commander. It was an effort that he could not sustain for long. 


His first decisive command was issued to the navigation automaton. 
“Prepare a transition in the direction of the galaxy!” 


The corresponding control elements began to operate. The transition point 
was calculated and returned to central with a request for coordinates, 
including the desired distance of the transition. 


Ellert recalled Rhodan’s instructions. Somewhere in star cluster M 13, his 
friend had told him. There they would soon locate him. Direction signal? It 
remained to be seen. 


“Intermittent transitions until we penetrate the edge of the galaxy,” came 
his order. “Distance, approximately 100,000 light years.” 


Of course the time and distance data were transmitted in terms of Posbi 
symbols. A confirmation returned seconds later. Ellert was sure now that he 
was master of the situation. The plasma brain no longer resisted him and 
his orders were carried out promptly. He himself had become the 
commander of the fragment ship. 


He ordered the viewscreens to be turned on. Under magnification he 
observed the three other fragment ships, and finally he saw the 
THEODORICH. At a distance of almost 3 light minutes the spherical 
battleship was hurtling toward the Milky Way. It was still out of range of 
the transformation guns, but the 3 Posbi ships followed it unrelentingly. 
An impulse came from the control brains. “Transition I in 10 seconds.” 


Ellert tried to make contact with Pucky for the last time but failed to do so. 


In a few seconds the fragment ship would vanish from _ the 
THEODORICH'’s viewscreens. Rhodan would know that he had taken over 
the robot commander but he would have no idea of where to look for him. 


Suddenly there was a blank moment of consciousness. 


When the Posbi ship rematerialized, it seemed that the Milky Way had 
leapt toward it by a considerable distance, or at least it had suddenly grown 
larger. 


The second transition followed 5 minutes later. 


*k 


Rhodan was startled when Jefe Claudrin made the long awaited 
announcement. Even as it came through Perry thought fleetingly how 
strange it was that a person could be startled or even frightened by 
something he had been counting on and anxiously waiting for. 


“The leading fragment ship has accelerated sharply and gone into 
transition,” reported Claudrin. “As usual, there’s no indication of the 
distance or direction of the jump. Your orders, sir?” 


There was no longer any reason to keep running before the 3 remaining 
pursuers. The first phase of the operation had succeeded through Ellert it 
had been possible to take over the controlling brains of a Posbi ship — 
perhaps not completely, but at least enough so that the fragment ship had 
given up its pursuit of the THEODORICH. 


“Set course for Arkon... maximum velocity . . . escort fleet will follow 


” 


us. 
Claudrin confirmed and issued instructions accordingly. 


Seconds later the 3 fragment ships were hopelessly outdistanced and they 
fell away into the depths of the Abyss. They could not fly at trans-light 
velocity without going into transition, and if they did so they would lose 
their quarry. 

The two day return trip began. 


At the same time, however, tracking and scanning devices began to go to 
work in the Milky Way in order to trace the vanished fragment ship. No 
one knew if Ellert was in a position to transmit a direction signal. Inasmuch 
as Posbi transitions could not be detected by shock wave sensors, the whole 
search became an actual game of chance. 


“Somewhere in or around M-13,” Rhodan had said. This embraced a 
spherical area exceeding 10000 light years in diameter. Was it possible in 


such an immense space to find a stationary ship which was comparatively 
like a grain of sand in an ocean? Only the great number of active scanners 
and search ships gave any hope of accomplishing the task — which still 
required a degree of luck and know how. Also there was still the possibility 
that a directional signal was being sent out. In view of this, Rhodan had all 
impulse transformers activated, which were used for picking up Posbi 
transmissions. 


Rhodan slept a few hours and then returned to Kule-Tats and the body of 
Ernst Ellert. He was appalled at the sight of the mutant’s face. Such a 
change was against his expectations. There were bluish spots on his pale 
skin and his eyes had sunk deeper into their sockets. His lips were tightly 
compressed together and the fingers of his left hand were cramped. The feet 
were also slightly drawn up but it was not possible to straighten them out 
because of their rigidity. 


Kule-Tats also appeared to be frightfully pale and weary from lack of sleep. 
When Rhodan looked at him questioningly he waved his hands helplessly. 
“IT don’t know what it is,’ he said, and he pointed to the instruments. “Of 
course we’ve known that Ellert’s body would die — at least temporarily. 
Our cell rejuvenation was supposed to minimize that condition, but now a 
kind of rigor mortis has set in that we can do nothing about. I don’t know 
what we can do. I’m at my wit’s end. Surely the equipment can’t be failing 


” 


us. 


“Nor Ellert either,’ retorted Rhodan, but his voice was not convincing. 
“His absence can’t have anything to do with this alteration here. He was 
often away for months and this never happened. But now, after just a few 
hours .. .” 


The Ara looked up when Bell came into the room. “I have no explanation 
for it,” he confessed helplessly. 


“What’s the matter?” asked Bell, but then he gaped as he saw for himself. 
“How is that possible? The equipment’s working okay. Does it have 
something to do with the Posbis?” 

“Perhaps,” answered Rhodan while checking the instrument panels. 

He went on a local tour of inspection, taking two experts with him, while 
Bell kneeled down beside Ellert’s body and looked at the pare tuner’s face. 
He ran his fingers carefully over the frozen features as if he might cast a 
spell upon him and cause his life to return. Then he stood up and looked at 
the Ara. 


“Do you think this time Ellert has to die?” he asked softly. 


“Nobody knows,” replied Kule-Tats. 


Rhodan came back from his inspection tour. “Everything’s in order,” he 
reported. “All installations are working flawlessly, so the cause isn’t there. 
If anything goes wrong, our scientists are not to blame. If the blame goes to 
anyone it will be to me, because I asked Ellert for the impossible.” 


“Now nobody should slug it out with feelings of guilt around here,” said 
Bell, placing a hand on his shoulder. “The thing had to be tried, and Ellert 
was willing. He would never have passed up an opportunity to use his 
abilities for a good cause. Besides, I don’t think we should give up hope, 
Perry. Let’s wait until we’ve located that Posbi crate. Even if Ellert’s body 
dies, he won’t be dead. I think he’s immortal.” 


“So is every man,” answered Rhodan, “at least in regard to the soul. But 
Ellert’s the only man we know of who can control his soul or disembodied 
entity. He separates it from his body, gives it his consciousness, and is 
independent of any material substance. That’s my main consolation 
because in that sense you’re right. Even if Ellert’s body becomes unusable, 
he himself will not die.” 


The hypercom central on Arkon 3 announced that so far there had been no 
reports of success from the search units. This of course did not mean much 
because Rhodan estimated that the search for the Posbi ship might take 
days or even weeks. That is, unless Ellert succeeded in sending out a 
direction signal or even gained such a complete control over the ship that 
he could fly it directly to Arkon. 


This point came up later when Rhodan was sitting in his cabin with several 
officers and mutants. 


“Let’s assume,” said Bell, “that Ellert can get such a tight control over the 
Posbi brain that he can manage a transition toward Arkon. With a few 
further tries he should be able to bring the ship still closer to the 
destination. Ellert knows full well that the closer he can get to Arkon the 
greater our chances are of finding him. So if he’s able to do it, we'll 
discover the ship pretty close to Arkon.” 


“That goes without saying,” said Rhodan skeptically, “but there’s nothing 
certain about it. Perhaps Ellert will be lucky to make one or two transitions. 
Perhaps he’s tied up in a battle with the impulses from all those millions of 
individual plasma cells. Perhaps...” 

“Why make assumptions?” Bell looked beyond Rhodan. “They can’t help 
us to solve this problem. What about the telepaths? Can’t they locate 
Ellert? — or aren’t they even trying?” 


Pucky cleared his throat noisily. He was on Rhodan’s couch with Iltu in the 
rear of the cabin. “You know, Fatso, you keep spouting off as if you had 
just swallowed all the scientists in the world in one big gulp. Do you think 
we’ve been taking a nap? Marshall made a short contact with Ellert once 
before the first transition. [tu also had him for a few seconds, but that was 
all. Since then I suppose you think we’ve been sawing wood, is that it?” 


“T didn’t mean it that way,” said Bell apologetically. “All this waiting and 
suspense can drive a person batty!” 


“You sure must be in a lot of suspense all the time!” Having delivered this 
two-pronged barb, Pucky rolled into a ball and resumed his search for 
Ellert’s mental impulses. 


Rhodan was about to speak when the intercom buzzed. He pressed a small 
button below the vid-screen and Jefe Claudrin appeared. After his rest 
period he had returned to the control central and now he seemed to be 
excited. 

“Sir we have a dispatch from the hypercom station on Arkon. Shall I read it 
to you, or —?” 

“Read it!” Rhodan interrupted. 

Claudrin read the message aloud: “Io THEODORICH from cruiser 
Heidelberg. Scanners have tracked stationary Posbi ship. No response to 
radio calls. Could be the vessel we’re searching for. Location: BD 59 KG. 
Distance from Arkon: 3.32 light years. Request instructions. Signed — 
Commander Prescott.” 

“Finally!” exclaimed Bell in relief. 

Rhodan remained calm and collected. “Advise com central, Arkon, that 
standby fleet units are to be stationed near the coordinates given by the 
Heidelberg. Combat readiness but for defensive action only. Wait until 
THEODORICH arrives. Encircle the fragment ship and hinder its flight if 
necessary. 

Claudrin confirmed and cut off. 

“Well! Well!” muttered someone. 

From the rear of the cabin, Pucky chirped, “Just wait, you optimists!” 
When Rhodan thought of Ellert’s altered body down in the special 
chamber, he also subdued his enthusiasm. 


The second phase of the operation was just beginning. 


3. 
A DEADMAN WALKS 


The giant cube ship stood motionlessly in space. The bizarre protuberances 
on its six sided surface looked like futuristic sculptures such as surrealists 
on Earth had often created, or they were reminiscent of ancient figures left 
in the remains of long dead civilizations. No energy screen shielded the 
vessel against outside influences. No defense weapons came into action. 


Commodore Jefe Claudrin watched the monstrous looking ship in grim 
silence. His right hand was close to the flight controls because he didn’t 
trust this unconfirmed truce. By the time they came into range, if it 
occurred to the Posbi to use his transformation guns the THEODORICH 
could be a sitting duck. 


As the distance was ¥2 light second, however, the fragment ship was still 
only visible on the viewscreens. Rhodan had ordered a gradual approach. 
Units of the united Arkonide Terran fleets made a wide circle around the 
area and watched for any first move of the enemy. 


Claudrin’s silence made Rhodan uneasy and he attempted to reassure the 
Epsalian. “If Ellert weren’t over there in control of the commander’s brain, 
the ship would have attacked us before this,” he said. He knew that his 
words lacked conviction because this could just as easily be a Posbi trick to 
lure them within range of their deadly weapons. “In no event will we take 
any action before we’re sure that everything’s clear. Bell, get ready with 
the commando team.” Noting his friend’s startled expression he smiled 
fleetingly. “All you have to do is assemble the technicians and mutants on 
standby in the airlock. You yourself will stay on board the THEODORICH. 
That was arranged.” 


“That’s not why you gave me a jolt, Perry. I just don’t think it’s smart to 
rush on board that fragment ship in too big a hurry. Maybe it’s a trap.” 


“We’ll wait until we can be sure,” Rhodan reassured him, but he wished he 
could say exactly when that would be. “As soon as Ellert contacts us, we’ll 
move.” He interrupted himself as the intercom buzzed. 


Kule-Tats was on the other end. “Hello, Mr. Rhodan. I’m worried about 
Ellert’s body. By now it’s completely covered with blue and red splotches. 
The blood has begun to decompose. Even if he came back now he couldn’t 
be saved!” 


Rhodan was shaken by this. “Is Pucky with you?” 


“He and Iltu and Marshall are trying to make contact with Ellert. Wait a 
moment — Ill ask them. . .” There was a slight pause, then the Ara came 
back. “Nothing! Absolutely nothing! Pucky thinks Ellert hasn’t any time to 
report to us. He says he probably has enough to do just holding those brains 
in check.” 


“Very plausible,” said Rhodan pensively. “Report to me if there are any 
changes. And another thing: send the telepaths to the airlock to join the 
boarding commandos. Just keep IItu with you. She will maintain contact 
with us.” 


Bell harrumphed. “Well, I guess that’s it. Pll go and take care of things. 
When will you be down?” 


“As soon as we’ve come close enough.” 


When Bell left the control central, Claudrin watched him go out. “He 
seems pretty much on edge. I think he’d prefer to go with the troops.” 


“He should be glad,” said Rhodan, “that he can stay here.” 


Another hour passed. Bell came back to announce that Pucky and the 13 
men of the boarding party were in the airlock. Also the fleet tender was 
standing by. 

Rhodan glanced at the viewscreens and located the tender. It was like a 
giant platform, rectangular and without any superstructures except for a 
half dome at the bow. The latter housed the navigation bridge and the crew 
quarters. The propulsion engines were below deck. The total structure 
measured 300 by 800 meters and was used for picking up ships that were 
not too badly damaged to be repaired. Rhodan’s plan was to use it for 
securing the Posbi’s dismantled transformation cannon. 


The tender stood by close to the THEODORICH. No doubt its commander 
was sweating out this situation because the tender had no adequate 
armaments, and against the Posbis his energy screen wouldn’t do him much 
good. The other units of the fleet were too far off to provide immediate 
assistance. 


The fragment ship was still 5000 kms away when Kule-Tats suddenly 
called through again. His voice was shrill with alarm. “Mr. Rhodan — Ellert 
is moving! Please come right away!” 


Rhodan tensed for a moment, then nodded to Claudrin and disappeared into 
the corridor. He raced to the lift and let himself fall into the shaft. The 
antigrav field took him safely to the middle of the great battle sphere. Two 


minutes after the Ara’s frantic call, he stepped into the cargo hold, which 
had been converted to a laboratory. 


Kule-Tats pointed to Ellert’s body. “He’s dead but he moves. His lips are 
blue, stiff, dead! — yet they’re forming unintelligible words! I can’t 
understand it, Mr. Rhodan!” 


Rhodan looked at Ellert. He almost failed to recognize his friend. The face 
was like that of a mummy, sunken, discolored and wrinkled. Yet its 
features moved. The lines and creases jerked and trembled, the eyelids 
lifted for a few seconds to reveal blankly staring eyes. They were without 
life. His chest rose and fell spasmodically. Although the right arm remained 
at rest the left one rose up and the hand was cramped into a fist. His legs 
started to move, then Ellert’s body sat up. 


“T don’t comprehend it!” groaned Kule-Tats in bewilderment. He turned to 
the mousebeaver maiden who stood near the bed with her eyes closed. “Do 
you have contact, Itu?”’ 


She shook her head negatively. “It may sound crazy,” she said, “but Ellert 
isn’t thinking. He’s moving but he has no thinking brain. His body moves 
mechanically like a robot. The nerves are not controlled by an intellect but 
by something I don’t understand. I can’t make any contact with Ellert.” 


Rhodan turned to Kule-Tats. “Isn’t there any explanation — any at all, no 
matter how improbable?” 


The Ara moved his head back and forth pensively. “My specialty embraces 
the two opposed sciences — medical biology and robot technology. Perhaps 
because of that I might have an explanation, but I make no claim to 
scientific exactitude. It’s only a conjecture that I have no way of proving.” 
Words suddenly failed him because just then Ellert’s body sat up fully and 
seemed to stare right through everybody with the empty eyes of a zombie. 
It was as if he knew what eyes were for but didn’t know how to use them. 
His feet swung to the deck and then Ellert stood up. “What is this?” 
moaned the Ara incredulously. 


Rhodan took an involuntary step back. It had already became clear to him 
that Ellert — if he still existed — would never be able to use his former body. 
This body that had survived for 150 years was visibly decaying. Within a 
few days it would have to be buried. 

“Your theory, Kule-Tats quickly! We haven’t much time!” 

“Now?” 


“Why not?” replied Rhodan, still watching the swaying figure before him. 
“Maybe it will help us.” 


The other men were recovering from their initial shock. They started to talk 
all at once, waving their hands in wild confusion while trying to hold Ellert 
back. Medically he was dead, but the deadman shoved them mindlessly 
aside and went on. Uncertainly, almost as if he were blind, he staggered 
toward the door. 


Kule-Tats continued swiftly. “Like myself, Van Moders made a thorough 
study of the structure of the plasma brains. The strange arrangement of the 
cells, each being independent, makes it entirely possible that a temporary 
separation or division could occur. Even Ellert’s consciousness is capable 
of that. Let us just assume” 


“Faster!” insisted Rhodan. He watched tensely as Ellert opened the door 
and walked out into the corridor. No more time could be lost. If an 
unsuspecting crewman should encounter the cadaver, anything could 
happen. 


The Ara summed it up hurriedly. “A kind of exchange has taken place. 
Ellert became a Posbi — or several of them. Conversely a part of the plasma 
consciousness came over to us — and became Ellert’s corpse.” 


Rhodan stared at him. “But that’s crazy! That’s absolutely —’ He gave up, 
shaking his head. He motioned to several of the men and followed Ellert 
who was moving uncertainly along the passage like a blindman, as if he 
were searching for something. 


Kule-Tats was worried. “We have to try to bring him back to the bed,” he 
urged. “How did he manage to loosen the contact plugs of the cell 
rejuvenator?” 


This hadn’t occurred to Rhodan until now. The Posbi couldn’t know 
anything about that unless he had picked up a portion of Ellert’s memory. 
Was this really some kind of valid exchange? If so, Ellert’s ambling corpse 
was the most dangerous opponent possible. Perhaps he would even have to 
be destroyed. Everything in Rhodan revolted against the thought of killing 
Ellert — or that which seemed to be him. 


The doctors had overtaken Ellert and now held him tightly by the arms. He 
did not resist yet he seemed to possess an uncanny strength. He simply kept 
on walking and no one was able to stop him again just like a robot. 


Of more than 1000 crewmen here, of course less than half of them had been 
briefed as to what was happening on board the flagship. Only the officers 
knew what was going on, and fewer still knew about Ellert. The man who 
made a turn in the passage on his way to one of the numerous cargo holds 
bore the rank insignia of an ordinary cadet who was on his first mission. He 


collided with Elliot, instinctively apologized, and then suddenly became 
aware of who or what he had bumped into. His eyes almost popped out of 
his head when he saw the deformed and discolored features of the stranger, 
and when he noted the frightened faces of the doctors. 


He let out a piercing yell, turned on his heels and rushed away while 
repeatedly shouting for help. If he were to meet other uninitiated 
newcomers in his present state there would be an uproar. Perhaps he even 
believed that he had run into a monster who had mysteriously come on 
board and was about to murder the crew. 


Rhodan hurried to the nearest intercom station and called Claudrin. “Listen, 
Commodore — Ellert is running around loose. His appearance is going to 
frighten the personnel. If you receive a lot of alarm calls, you’ll know what 
to do.” 


“T understand, sir,” Claudrin replied thunderously. 


“Good!” said Rhodan while disconnecting. He caught up quickly to the 
group surrounding Ellert. “Kule-Tats, you have to try to get him back to his 
bed. It must be done before I go on board the Posbi ship with the 
commandos.” 


“Isn’t that too dangerous just now?” 
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“Every second counts — we can’t wait 


The Ara issued a word of instruction to the other men. Ellert was 
unceremoniously turned around and headed in the reverse direction. They 
instinctively spoke to him reassuringly. Although he obviously could not 
understand a word they said. But finally they succeeded. Ellert followed 
them and went back to the cargo hold he had escaped from. 


Rhodan did not breathe easily until they had him back on the bed again. It 
wasn’t every day that a deadman wandered around in a battleship. But 
Ellert, he hoped, was not a deadman. He must not die! Or perhaps his body 
could be replaced somehow — but not his mind and soul. 


“Tie him down!” he ordered. 


They threw wide leather straps over the jerking, struggling body and 
secured it to the bed. Then the contacts were made again to his special 
support equipment. Whatever might happen now, Ellert would not be able 
to get up. The only thing he could still move was his left arm. They had 
carefully tied his right arm in such a position that his artificial hand pointed 
toward the floor. 


No one wanted to risk being struck by an energy beam. 


Rhodan turned to the little mousebeaver. “Iltu, a lot is going to depend on 
you now. Do you have contact with Pucky?” 


“He’s waiting with the others in the airlock,” she answered. 


“Good — then keep in contact with him, and also with me. We’re going to 
try to enter the fragment ship now. If anything goes wrong, notify Claudrin. 
Even if you detect that I’m thinking such a thing, take action immediately. 
Can I depend on you?” 


“The same as you do with Pucky,” she answered proudly. 


He gave her a brief smile and almost tenderly patted her brown fur. “I’m 
glad that I have you and Pucky,” he said. Then he nodded to her and the 
men. “Keep your fingers crossed!” 


They all watched him in silence as he went out. 


Kule-Tats said quietly, “I wouldn’t want to be in his shoes now.” 


ok 


For the time being, everything seemed to be working smoothly. 


While Pucky and Rhodan waited in the airlock with the rest of the boarding 
party, Ras Tschubai teleported alone into the Posbi vessel. The 
THEODORICH was now standing in close proximity to the alien cube ship. 
The outer lock door stood open as they were all wearing spacesuits. Pucky 
was maintaining a contact with Ras Tschubai. 


“He has materialized inside the fragment ship,” he reported. His voice 
sounded strained or distorted in the helmet speakers. All men were armed, 
and Rhodan’s hand rested on the butt of his impulse beamer. “A few robots 
are there but they’re not attacking. They’re ignoring him. Ras thinks 
they’re operating under orders. Now he’s heading for the lock, which is 
directly across from us. He doesn’t have to do anything. The bulkhead 
hatches open automatically ahead of him. Now he’s at the airlock.” 


Rhodan looked anxiously across at the Posbi ship. The outlines of the great 
hatch door stood out clearly. Something moved over there, and then the 
hatch slowly swung open invitingly. It was not more than 50 meters from 
them. 

“Let’s go!” Rhodan ordered, and he pushed himself away. 

Without hesitation, Pucky and the men followed his example. Propelled by 
the force of their jump, they floated across the intervening gap with only 
the Abyss beneath them, millions of light years deep. Here and there, one 
of the men corrected his course with a shot or two from his energy gun. 


Then they landed safely in the other airlock, one after the other. 


Ras Tschubai was waiting for them. The African held a ready weapon in 
his hand but his first words were reassuring. “It looks as if Ellert has 
control over the ship. Nobody is trying to attack us. If we only knew how 
Ellert is doing...” 


Rhodan answered him. “He probably has plenty to contend with, keeping 
the plasma brains in check. We can’t lose any time.” He pushed a small 
switch on his transceiver. “Tender — do you read me?” 


“Tender here!” Everyone heard the tender commander’s voice. “Technical 
detail standing by, sir!” 


“Make your approach and send over your team.” 


Rhodan was playing his last card. If Ellert should fail him now they would 
all be sitting captive in a Posbi ship. The hostile robots would not hesitate 
to kill them all. He turned to the men. 


“Major Nacro, you’re the weapons expert. You know what you have to 
do.” 


Slide Nacro nodded silently. His lips were compressed in grim 
determination. 


The corridors of the fragment ship appeared to be deserted. It was the first 
time in the history of the war between the humanoids and the big robots 
that humans had entered a fully intact enemy ship under such favorable 
conditions. Previously it had always been under the pressure of battle and 
constant threat. Mostly such cases had only involved derelicts from which 
only fragments could be salvaged — but never the dreaded transformation 
cannons. 


“Along through here,” said Slide Nacro as he turned into a wide passage. 
“The gun positions can’t be far now.” 


Rhodan called again to the commander of the tender. “Have your 
technicians stand ready on the outside of the hull. Are the cutting beams 
ready?” 

“We’re waiting for your orders, sir.” 

Rhodan knew that everything would go along rapidly, once they were all in 
their positions. There wasn’t sufficient time to properly dismantle a 
transformation gun in the full technical sense. They simply had to carve out 
the entire installation and load it onto the tender. In the weightlessness of 
space the task was much easier than otherwise. 


Major Nacro had come to a halt. “Right ahead there,” he said, pointing to a 


massive installation that was fixed to the main bulkheads. “These are the 
beam generators — the heart of the whole system.” 


“No locks in the vicinity?” 


“No. The transformation guns are operated from the command center. All 
we can do is cut open the hull.” 


Rhodan hailed the tender and had them triangulate his position. Then he 
ordered the long prepared crash operation to begin. 


Although they were not able to witness the unique spectacle, Claudrin 
could observe it from the THEODORICH. Many little dark spots seemed to 
swarm away from the tender. They landed in a specific place on the vast 
hull of the alien vessel. Giant work machines, cranes and cutting beam 
projectors followed. The cranes were magnetic in principle and were 
connected to the tender by steel cables. Once they had taken hold of the 
transformation cannon it could easily be drawn to the tender deck and 
fastened down. 


Rhodan was startled when Pucky touched his arm. 


“Ellert!” whispered the mousebeaver. “He’s communicating! I have a weak 
contact but I don’t understand what he wants.” 


Tensely, Rhodan asked him, “Is he thinking? Is he sending out impulses?” 


“Garbled and faint, Perry. He must be in the command central. Should we 
go to him?” 

Rhodan noted that the men were standing back from the hull as the room 
heated up from the effect of the cutting beams. The red glowing traces of 
the slicing pattern were showing through the metal, making a great circle 
around the generator housing. It wouldn’t be long now before the fragment 
ship would lose a piece of its hull and along with it a transformation 
cannon. 


“Major Nacro — you take over here for a while. Pll keep in touch with you. 
Advise me if anything unforeseen happens. If the work on the first gun 
goes along faster than you figured, start in with the second one. Is that 
clear?” 

“Clear, sir. We’ll do it!” 

“As soon as it comes free, transport it to the tender. Whatever happens, this 
mission has to succeed. Our scientists need a transformation cannon, 
completely intact. Keep that in mind, Major.” 

“You can depend on us, sir.” 

Rhodan smiled. “I know that,” he answered. Taking Pucky by the hand, he 


went out into the corridor. “Let’s jump to save time,” he said. 


The mousebeaver concentrated and then dematerialized with Rhodan. 
When they could see again they found themselves in the Posbi command 
central. Not a single robot was in evidence. The group of plasma domes 
comprising the commander’s brain appeared to be unaltered. 


“Ellert’s thought impulses are stronger,’ whispered Pucky. “He wants to 
tell us something.” 


“Thank God we’ve made contact!” 


Pucky didn’t answer. He concentrated intensely, appearing to listen 
inwardly. Rhodan did not disturb him, but he still held on to the 
mousebeaver’s hand so that they could vanish instantly in case of danger. 
All he needed was physical contact with the mutant in order to teleport with 
him. 

In his helmet receiver he could hear the voices of the commandos. Since all 
of them were using the same waveband, what they shouted to each other 
wasn’t always understandable, but there didn’t seem to be any cause for 
alarm at the moment. Apparently, everything was still going smoothly. 


Pucky straightened up. “Ellert says he’s fighting hard. He thinks he can’t 
keep it up much longer. At first the plasma brains simply tried to toss him 
out but they didn’t succeed. Then for a while there was peace. But now . . 


” 


He paused and continued to listen. Rhodan waited expectantly. What was 
happening now? He would know soon enough. 


Major Nacro reported. “The first cannon has been removed, sir. It’s being 
loaded onto the tender. It all went well. The whole installation is complete 
and undamaged. The men are starting on the second one.” 


“Good, Nacro,” replied Rhodan curtly. “Keep going, but as fast as possible. 
We don’t have much more time.” 


Pucky had been waiting for him to finish. “Ellert says that at first his 
consciousness was forced to divide itself millions of times, but now the 
paralyzed plasma brain is beginning to absorb each separate particle of 
consciousness.” 


“Absorb . . .! ?” 


Rhodan was deeply shaken. Of course he couldn’t know the possible 
consequences of what Ellert was talking about, but he began to suspect that 
Ellert’s getting “tossed out” would have been a lesser evil. That could have 
been regarded as a defensive action on the part of the Posbi. But this 


“absorption” process had all the earmarks of an offensive action. 
“Ask Ellert how much time we have left.” 


“Not very much, he says. He’s soon going to lose control over the brain, 
and then he doesn’t know what will happen. Even his attempts to free 
himself from the plasma consciousness don’t work anymore.” 


Rhodan’s jaws tightened in sudden fear — not for himself but for Ellert. 


Slide Nacro’s voice broke into his thoughts. “Second transformation 
cannon removed, including its projector system. The tractor beams have 
taken it from the cranes and brought it to the tender. Your orders, sir?” 


“Have the tender’s salvage team return to their vessel immediately. The 
tender is to get under way and set a course for Earth. You come here with 
your troops to the command central. We have to destroy the robot 
commander before something happens to Ellert.” 


Pucky shook his head helplessly. “Ellert’s thought impulses are growing 
weaker and more confusing. What do you suggest?” 


Rhodan didn’t know what to answer. If he should return now to the 
THEODORICH it might be an irretrievable mistake. Would Ellert be able 
to free himself unaided? What was more important — his body or his soul 
that lay imprisoned in the plasma brain? 


“Ellert’s suffering something awful,’ said the mousebeaver. “Maybe if 
Marshall were here. . .” 


“He’ll be here right away with the others,” Rhodan assured him. “We’ll get 
Ellert free if we have to take the commander’s brain to the THEODORICH. 
Maybe that’s actually the only solution.” 


“Maybe,” echoed Pucky. 


Nacro arrived with the others. His face was beaming. “We have two 
transformation cannons, sir! They’re already on their way to Terra Nobody 
can take them from us now!” 

Rhodan briefly reflected his enthusiasm. “It won’t be long now before the 
Posbis get a taste of their own weapon,” he said. “That will bring the war to 
a decisive stage. Maybe we’ll still succeed in driving them back to where 
they came from.” 

“T’m sure of it,” agreed the major. 


Pucky spoke to Marshall. “John, give me your hand. We can receive his 
thoughts better together.” He looked at Rhodan. “By the way, Iltu is in 
constant contact with us. We’ re not alone here.” 


“Nevertheless we don’t have much time. I can sense it!” said Rhodan. 


He still didn’t realize how little time there was. 


4. 
THE POSBI TRAP 


Commodore Jefe Claudrin almost expired with impatience. In his opinion 
the mission was over with. Why was Rhodan delaying his return to the 
THEODORICH? Why was he still exposing himself to danger? Hadn’t 
Ellert proved often enough that he could find his way back by himself? 
What did distance mean to him? 


The THEODORICH still stood next to the fragment ship. In the alien 
vessel’s hull gaped two great round holes where the transformation guns 
had been, but now they were on their way to Earth. Claudrin’s uneasiness 
increased. At this close proximity the intercom was sufficient for him to 
hear the conversations between Rhodan and his men. Thus he was aware of 
what was going on and why Rhodan was waiting. 


Then everything happened so suddenly that nobody had time to take any 
action. Radio contact broke off abruptly. In the same instant the Posbi ship 
was surrounded by its relativity screen, which was as impenetrable to 
Terran weapons as eternity itself. Iltu lost telepathic contact with Pucky 
and Marshall. 


And one second later the great cube ship vanished. 


Bell stared in bewilderment at the empty viewscreen. “Where . . . where did 
that crate disappear to?” He rushed to Claudrin and tugged at his arm as 
though he might thus retrieve the fragment ship from nowhere. “Where is 
it!? Say something, will 


Claudrin did not remove his gaze from the distant Milky Way. “I don’t 
know, Mr. Bell. How can I tell? There’s only one explanation. Ellert has 
broken down somehow and the Posbis have regained control of the ship 
they’ve acted quickly They’ ve kidnapped Rhodan and his men. It’s up to us 
to find them.” 


“Find them!? Where?” 
Iltu materialized in the control central. Her voice was high pitched and 


shrill. “What’s happened? Pucky’s gone! No impulses at all, as if he were 
dead!” 


Bell was about to give her a gruff retort when he detected a glitter in her 
dainty mousebeaver eyes. Tears! He was suddenly touched with 


compassion. With a manly effort he suppressed his own agitation and bent 
down to her. 


“Pucky isn’t dead, little one. The Posbis have only hidden their ship behind 
a time screen. Not even thought impulses can get through that. We’ll find 
Pucky and the others again, but you have to help us, too.” 


Iltu blinked at him bravely. With her silken paw she wiped the tears from 
her eyes and chirped dolefully, “Of course I'll help, but how can I do that 
when I’m out of contact with them?” 


“Later,” he said consolingly and then turned to Claudrin. “Where do you 
think that ruptured cube went off to?” 


“We can only surmise, but my guess would be Frago because that’s where 
we hooked it from. It’s quite possible that it will go back there — with 
Rhodan and the commandos on board. A good catch for the Posbis.” 


“Let’s hope they don’t know that.” Bell looked at Iltu. “What’s going on 
with Ellert down below? What does Kule-Tats say?” 


“Ellert is dead, or at least his body is. The Ara thinks they’ll never be able 
to resiss — rissos —” 


“Resuscitate him?’ asked Bell. 
“Yes, that’s what he said. And he also thinks Ellert has to be buried.” 
“So what then? Where will Ellert’s ghost go when it comes back?” 


Iltu waddled over to the couch where Pucky had always been so fond of 
sitting. She jumped onto the soft cushions. “How would I know? Kule-Tats 
thinks he’d be sure to tell us he’s here — through one of us. Pucky says he 
did that once already.” 


“That’s true,” Bell agreed, recalling the incident. “But it wasn’t so pleasant 
for the one it happened to. On the other hand, it was better than being 
dead.” 


Claudrin operated a few controls and established contact with the other 
fleet units which were standing by at a great distance, waiting for their 
assignments. As briefly as possible he advised the commanders of what had 
occurred, and then concluded: “Effective immediately, fleet command will 
be taken over by Reginald Bell, Deputy Administrator of the Solar 
Imperium. Stand by for new instructions and keep your receivers open.” He 
turned to Bell expectantly. “Well?” 


Bell had gone over to Iltu and was affectionately stroking her silky brown 
fur. “You’re very fond of Pucky, aren’t you?” 


“Yes, terribly so!” 


“Ponder of him than you are of Perry?” 
She nodded. 
Bell continued to scratch her pelt. “But Rhodan is more important, IItu.” 


She looked at him innocently. “That’s why I like Pucky better. I don’t go 
by who is more important.” She sat up. “Besides, Pucky, Perry and those 
13 men are all in equal danger — so it doesn’t matter who I like better. 
We’re going to save them all, aren’t we?” 


“Sure we are,” he assured her gently. He patted her and then returned to 
Claudrin. “Set a course for Frago, Commander, and advise the fleet. We’ Il 
encircle the Posbi planet and wait. Sooner or later the fragment ship will 
have to show up there and we’ll recognize it by the two big holes in the 
hull.” 


Jefe Claudrin ordered the waiting fleet into action. More than 1000 ships 
got under way and raced back into the intercosmic Abyss. 


The two transformation weapons were on their way to Earth. The price tag 
for them had not yet been determined. 
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Pucky was completely teamed. “Ellert is silent,” he said. When Marshall 
merely nodded in agreement, he added: “He’s either gone back in 
completely or. . .?” 


“We still don’t know, one way or another,” said Rhodan. “The main thing 
is for him to maintain control over the robot brain. Maybe we should start 
thinking about getting back to the THEODORICH.” 

Major Nacro was standing closest to the door. He suddenly cried out, 
“Posbis! They’re coming this way! Combat robots!” 

Rhodan tensed and looked quickly at the robot commander as if expecting 
an explanation from him He spoke to Pucky. “What about Ellert?” 

“No more contact — but there are Posbi impulses. They’ re getting stronger. 
I can’t understand them.” 

Rhodan’s face blanched. “If the Posbis have managed to shake off Ellert’s 
control, we’re lost. We don’t have any individual absorbers. The robots 
will instantly recognize us as organic life and consider us as deadly 
enemies. We have to get back to the THEODORICH!” 

Viewscreens flashed to life. The large complex of cupolas and equipment 
comprising the collective robot commander began to become active. 


Switches, levers and controls started to move as if invisible hands were 
responding to silent commands. 


Pucky cried out. “Ttu! I’ve lost contact with Iltu!” 
Marshall confirmed this in sudden bewilderment. 


Rhodan called to Jefe Claudrin but his receiver remained silent. All contact 
with the THEODORICH had been cut off! 


Major Nacro shouted. “The defense screen! The Posbis have turned on 
their energy screen! Now we can’t get out of here!” 


That was the answer. But why? Had Ellert finally failed completely? In fact 
where was Ellert now? 


In spite of the outer screen the THEODORICH was clearly visible. The 
mighty space sphere was only about 100 meters distant from the fragment 
ship, seeming almost to touch its hull. Then suddenly the Terran flagship 
vanished as if it had gone into transition. 


Rhodan realized what had happened. It was exactly the reverse. “The 
Posbis — they’ ve overpowered Ellert! This ship has gone into transition. We 
didn’t feel anything.” His voice sounded hoarse. “I’m afraid they’ve really 
fooled us this time. They can take us anywhere they want to now.” 


His men remained silent, but they still regarded him confidently. They 
knew that he would not give up in his attempt to save himself and 
everybody else. And they also realized that a search would be made for 
them no matter where the enemy took them. It was still too early to give up 
hope. 


On the viewscreens they could tell that their flight was away from the 
galaxy. After each transition there was a longer waiting period as if the 
plasma brain needed this time to recuperate. Marshall and Pucky kept 
listening for Ellert’s thought impulses but there was no sign of him. Had he 
returned to his body on board the THEODORICH? 

Nacro was still on guard at the door. “They’re coming,” he said. “At least 
four of those little combat machines.” 

“One good thing,” replied Rhodan, “is that the Posbi commander himself 
isn’t armed. He has to depend on his robot soldiers. All right then, we’ll 
give them a proper reception. They’re not taking us this easily.” 

“Why should they wish to kill us?” asked one of the scientists in frank 
astonishment. “If I were in their place I’d try to keep my prisoners alive so 
I could interrogate them at my leisure.” 


“The Posbis usually operate in a way that’s opposed to our own logic,” 


Rhodan explained. “You never know what they’re going to do. They might 
be satisfied with just taking one of us alive.” 


Nacro raised his weapon and aimed it into the passage. “Shall I?” he asked. 


Rhodan joined him. He saw four metallic figures rolling slowly toward the 
command central. “Let’s get them before they come too close,” he said, 
raising his heavy impulse beamer. 


They fired as if on a target range, with swift precision. Their hands did not 
waver. The deadly energy beams struck the oncoming Posbis exactly in 
their most vulnerable places. In a matter of seconds all that was left of them 
were glowing metallic remains. Portions of the plastic wall sheeting caught 
fire but were immediately brought under control by the ship’s automatic 
extinguisher system. 


“T caught something from Ellert again!” cried Pucky who was crouched in 
a corner under the robot commander. “He seems to be in pain, but how can 
he be when he doesn’t have a body?” 


Rhodan didn’t have time for any questions — nor would he have known the 
answers. “We have to close the door,” he advised. However, this fumed out 
to be problematical because it did not have any manual controls. “Pucky — 
try to get Ellert to close it!” 


The mousebeaver shook his head. “Impossible! Ellert has enough to do. 
He’s defending himself against the constant attacks of millions of plasma 
cells — that much I can make out. If he relaxes his attention for even a 
second he’ll be lost. And he can’t leave the plasma brain anymore.” 


Rhodan froze for a moment with the beamer still in his hand. Ellert was 
trapped inside the Posbi commander a prisoner as he had been among the 
Druufs! They were no longer able to count on his help. 


“Let’s try to get to one of the airlocks — preferably the main one. There are 
viewscreens there, tied into the command central. That way we can 
continue to know where we are. Maybe we can manage to break out before 
we land. If this ship’s heading for Frago we can look for help. Jefe 
Claudrin is no fool.” 


Major Nacro agreed. “He’ll figure they’ll take us to Frago because that’s 
where the chase started and that’s where it’s most likely to end.” 

“Not everything’s lost,” said Marshall, “if the fleet is waiting for us to show 
up near Frago. This ship will be easy to identify.” 

There was a graver note in Rhodan’s voice than before. “Nevertheless, we 
can’t wait for a landing. Frago is usually surrounded by a protective 


relativity screen. Once we’re on Frago we can’t hope for much help.” After 
a reflective pause he added: “Let’s hope Ellert knows that, too.” 


Ras Tschubai teleported a short distance into the corridor and made sure 
that their way was clear. None of the dangerous fighter robots were to be 
seen. Rhodan and the others followed him. Pucky formed the rear guard of 
the fighter group. He watched behind them and checked the side corridors. 


Without hindrance they reached the lift installation which was functioning 
perfectly. Above were the remaining transformation guns. Below was the 
main airlock. If they could reach it there would still be hope. But no one 
was able to say what the nature of that hope might be. As long as Ellert 
remained a prisoner of the plasma brain there was little prospect of leaving 
the Posbi ship alive. 


The lock could be operated manually so that it was independent of the 
robot commander. Of course there was also a control tie in to the command 
central, but no one could count on that. The enemy was unlikely to open 
the door to freedom for them. And at the moment it wouldn’t have done 
much good. They would still be imprisoned by the mysterious energy 
screen or time field that enveloped the fragment ship. 


The lock chamber was large. Since there was a breathable atmosphere in 
the place, Rhodan ordered everyone to unfasten their helmets. They were 
not fully removed, however, in case they had to be refastened in a matter of 
seconds. The Posbis seemed to prefer operating in an oxygen atmosphere 
although no plausible reason had been found to explain it. The robots could 
apparently exist just as well in empty space. 


Rhodan sighed with relief. “We’re more or less secure in here,” he said, 
and he pointed to several viewscreens on the wall. “We can see the 
command central. If anything changes there we’ ll know it. Incidentally, we 
just went through another transition. The galaxy is still farther away. I think 
our guess is right. We’re traveling in the direction of Frago. That’s good 
where Claudrin and the fleet are concerned. I can only hope that they get 
there ahead of us.” 


Pucky was still worried. “I can’t trace Ellert at all now,” he announced. He 
had picked out a good spot in a corner next to the lock hatch. He was seated 
on a metal case with his back against the wall. “It’s as if he never existed.” 
“Do you believe he knows where we are?” asked Rhodan. 

Pucky declined to answer. He repositioned the helmet of his small 
spacesuit which had been especially made for him. His beaver tail was 
accommodated in a kind of appendage behind him, which had been the 


source of many humorous remarks. But at present nobody was inclined to 
make up jokes about Pucky. 


Belatedly he answered Rhodan. “Maybe. I have no way of telling.” 


They all checked their weapons and sat down where they could. They were 
condemned to inactivity for the moment and had to wait until something 
happened. 


The fragment ship continued its hurtling course, carrying them deeper into 
the Abyss. 


Emerging from the Milky Way, the combined Arkon Terra fleet raced in 
direct linear flight toward Frago. The dark planet could not be seen by the 
naked eye. Only the tracking and scanning instruments could give an 
indication of its position. Still 30000 light years away. Another few hours 
of flight. 


Jefe Claudrin and Reginald Bell had had a few hours of restless sleep. They 
met together with the staff officers in the control central of the 
THEODORICH for a briefing session. 


Bell was unusually grave and reserved as he spoke to them. “We’re entirely 
on our own resources here and have to act accordingly. Any delay can be a 
catastrophe for Rhodan and his men. On the other hand, precipitous action 
can have the same results. It can be assumed that the Posbis are bringing 
their prisoners to Frago. Of course the fragment ship we’re after could have 
received other instructions, in which case we’d be making a dry run.” 


A lieutenant spoke up. “Nobody knows how many of these drifting planets 
the robots may have converted into bases and strongholds.” 


Bell nodded. “That’s right, Lieutenant. But Frago we know, and the Posbi 
ship came from there. So it’s highly probable that it will return there. 
Commodore Claudrin has already instructed the fleet to form a ring around 
Frago. We’ll see if our suspicions turn out to be valid.” 


“So what do we do if the fragment ship shows up there?” asked the 
lieutenant. “We can’t attack it.” 


“You mean because of the relativity screen? Don’t worry about that — not 
yet. For the present the important thing is to pick up its trail. I’m still 
betting that Ellert will gain the control he’s lost temporarily. If he can 
manage to cut off that screen — even for seconds it'll be enough. We’ ll be 
able to haul Rhodan and his team out of the ship.” 


When Claudrin cleared his throat it sounded like a snort from a horse. 
“Sounds too damn simple to me,” he commented. “But we’ll give it a try. 
Hopefully we’re faster than the Posbi ship. After all, it has to make 
transitions and we’re in linear flight. Anyhow we’re faster over greater 
distances. We’ll at least get to Frago at the same time — provided that Frago 
is its destination.”- 


The intercom buzzed and Claudrin switched it on. “It’s Kule-Tats,”’ he said 
quickly before the small vid-screen could light up to show the Ara’s face. 
“Yes, what is it?” 

The biologist looked very concerned. “What am I to do with Ellert, 
Commodore? I can no longer take the responsibility for leaving his body 
lying here. It definitely shows signs of decomposition. Of course it’s 
remarkable that for several hours now there’s been a cessation in the 
decaying process, but —” 


“Cessation?” shouted Bell. He came to the intercom so that the Ara could 
see him. “Are you saying that the body has stopped disintegrating?” 


“That’s true, but nevertheless” 


“IT don’t see any danger,” Bell interrupted him. “Ellert’s body has to stay 
connected to the cell rejuvenator. Cool down the room with refrigeration to 
slow the decay, but Ellert stays where he is. Do you understand that?” 


“Just as you say,” replied the Ara indignantly. “You will bear the 
responsibility for it.” 

“It would be a lot more irresponsible to simply destroy the body now, 
Kule-Tats. Ellert could come back, and at least for a few minutes he’d need 
a refuge. After that, who knows? So you take care that the body is 
preserved as long as possible. Whatever has to be done I'll leave to you and 
your expertise.” 


The Ara nodded silently and the vid-screen darkened. 


Claudrin spoke in a conciliatory tone but his voice still thundered. “He 
means well, Bell — he really does. But I believe he’s given up all hope for 
Ellert’s return.” 


“T haven't!” snapped Bell in reply. He turned again to the officers. “You’ ve 
been informed of the situation, gentlemen. I must ask you to return to your 
stations. We still have a few hours of flight ahead of us, but then —’ He 
paused, chewing unconsciously at his lower lip. “What happens then is 
anybody’s guess. Just keep yourselves ready.” 


The officers filed out of the control central. 


Claudrin took time to examine his viewscreens. The galaxy had grown 
smaller while they left it farther behind. Far ahead glimmered the faint light 
flecks of distant galaxies and isolated star clusters. Somewhere out there 
was Frago, the planet of darkness. When he spoke, his tone was suddenly 
different. In the presence of the officers he had attempted to be as calm and 
self-confident as possible, but now that he and Bell were alone he divested 
himself of all pretense. 


“To hell with it, Bell!” he shouted, while still keeping an eye on the row of 
viewscreens. “The Chief is in a trap he can’t get out of. You know that 
yourself, don’t you?” 


Bell looked at him calmly. “Have you ever experienced an absolutely 
hopeless situation?” he asked. “I mean a situation where you were 100% 
certain that there wasn’t even a spark of hope left. I see that one has you 
stymied. Should I tell you why? It’s because there’s no such thing as an 
absolutely hopeless situation! Even under the gallows in earlier times those 
poor sinners kept hoping for a miracle — and often a miracle happened. No, 
Claudrin, I’m not giving up! None of us is going to give up — because only 
then is the situation hopeless,” 

Claudrin nodded. “I didn’t mean it the way it sounded, Mr. Bell. Naturally I 
myself will never give up hope. I only meant to say that the situation is 
pretty damned serious.” 


“You took the long way getting around to it,” said Bell with a faint smile. 
He glanced to his side where Iltu suddenly materialized. “Do you have 
contact, little one?” 


She shook her head, which for her was an endearing human gesture. “No, 
Bell — nothing. Pucky is the strongest telepath but I haven’t even picked up 
the slightest impulse from him. Nothing from Marshall or Rhodan, either. 
And from Ellert, same as before — not a thing.” 


“Now don’t you give up!” Bell told her. He petted her with a tenderness 
that would have sent Pucky into a jealous rage, had he been there. “You’d 
better get a couple of hours of sleep now so that you’ll be fresh when it 
counts. We’ll soon be reaching Frago.” 


“I’m not tired,” protested IItu. 


“All the same! In the hours to come you might not get any rest at all. You 
need all your strength and you have to be rested up. Now be sensible, Iltu 
I’m even begging you!” 


For a second or two she revealed her pretty pink incisor tooth, and then she 
nodded politely. “All right, if you think so. But wake me when it’s time.” 


“You can depend on it,” Bell promised. He waited until she had 
disappeared, and then he turned to Claudrin. “If there’s anybody who can 
help us, it’s Iltu.” 

“She’s terrific,” the Commodore agreed, “but she can’t perform magic.” 
Bell looked up at the viewscreen again. “Maybe not like in the fairytales,” 
he said pensively, “but almost.” 

Com central made an announcement: “Frago is on the scanners, sir. At 
present velocity, ETA in three hours.” 

“Thanks.” Claudrin paced back and forth several times before he stopped in 
front of Bell. “Three hours to go, Mr. Bell. It’s three hours to hell.” 


5. 
A LEAP TO NOWHERE 


Major Slide Nacro pointed to the viewscreens where the stars had become 
visible again. “That was the 6th transition,” he said. “If we’re really 
heading for Frago we still won’t be able to see the dark planet. Do we 
know where we are?” 


Rhodan answered him. “Judging by the apparent size of the Milky Way, 
we’ re on the right course.” He sat on a stack of metal plates. Pucky sat next 
to him on his box wearing an expression of helplessness. For hours he had 
tried without success to make contact with Ellert. ~’The distance and the 
direction are also right. I'd say the next transition will bring us to Frago.” 


“That’s anything but good news,” commented Marshall dejectedly. “Once 
we’re on Frago under the screen, we’ ve had it.” 


“But Frago is also our only chance,” argued Rhodan. “If we’re to expect 
any help from our fleet it will happen there. We’ve seen that the pauses 
between transitions were increasingly longer. The THEODORICH is faster 
than this ship, so our units should be waiting there already.” 


“As well as the Posbis,” added Marshall. 


Rhodan looked intently at the telepath. “That’s exactly what I’m hoping 
for. They’ll be more concerned with our approaching fleet than they will 
with us. And there’s another thing: this ship can’t make a transition directly 
to Frago. Before that it has to come back into normal space and approach 
the planet at less than light speed. That will give us time to act — as well as 
Bell.” 


“Maybe it will be only a matter of minutes,” said Ras Tschubai. 


“There are circumstances where minutes become eternities.” Rhodan 
nudged Pucky. “We ought to have another look in the command central. 
Perhaps Ellert will ‘see’ us there. He may give us a sign of some kind.” 


“If Ellert can ‘see,”* replied Pucky, “he’ll be able to see any part of the 
ship.” The mousebeaver appeared to be tired and discouraged. “I’m afraid 
the plasma brain was stronger than he was.” 
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“But Ellert can’t just simply disappear 


Pucky gave Rhodan a contradictory look. “Oh yes he can! Just think of an 
insect landing on a carnivorous plant. It gets captured, then it’s made 


defenseless, and finally it gets absorbed. It disappears as it becomes a part 
of the plant. Something like that has happened to Ellert.” 


“A mind or spirit can’t be absorbed, Pucky. It isn’t material.” 


Pucky persisted with his argument. “Ellert’s mind isn’t matter, that’s true. 
But neither is the consciousness of a plasma brain. So it’s mind against 
mind and the Posbi was stronger. It’s as simple as that.” 


“Not entirely, Pucky. Perhaps all Ellert needed was a rest period, and at a 
decisive moment he could still overcome the Posbi.” 


“That’s the only thing we can hope for,” said Slide Nacro. “For me there’ ll 
be just one consolation if everything goes haywire: on Earth they’ll soon 
have the transformation weapon, and with that we’ll be frightfully 
avenged.” 


Pucky looked at the major disapprovingly. “No revenge is any consolation 
to me, if you want to know it. Besides, it doesn’t help us any. We’re going 
to have to help ourselves when the chips are down. That’s my consolation, 
Slide Nacro — nothing else!” 


They sank again into their dull broodings while the viewscreens remained 
unchanged. It was almost another hour before the next transition occurred. 
There was no shaking, no warp shock, no pains of distortion or 
rectification. The screens darkened momentarily and then brightened again. 
On one screen the Milky Way had become more remote, and on another 
was a planet, dangerously close. 


Frago! 


One of the technicians pointed to the reddish looking sphere. “How come 
we can see it?” he asked. “Isn’t it supposed to be a dark planet hidden 
behind a defense screen?” 


“That’s a special infra-red viewscreen,” Rhodan explained as he got to his 
feet. “I don’t think there’ll be any more transitions now. I calculate that this 
ship will be getting ready to land in an hour or two, if you consider the 
necessary deceleration maneuvers.” He tapped Pucky on the shoulder. 
“Let’s go, little guy. We have to get something going here. Let’s jump to 
the command central and try to make contact with Ellert.” 

The mousebeaver also got up. “I think it’s useless, of course — but it won’t 
cost anything to try.” 

Rhodan turned to Slide Nacro. “You will stay here, Major. Marshall will 
keep in contact with us, and our helmet radios are also functional here on 
the ship. You’d better close your spacesuits to be ready for any 


eventuality.” He and Pucky both fastened their helmets into place. “If we’re 
not back in half an hour, Ras is to come looking for us.” 


He nodded to the teleporter and the other men, then grasped Pucky’s small 
hand and waited. A few seconds later they vanished in a swirling of air, 
which always accompanied such dematerializations. 


Two small fighter robots were in the command central. They seemed to 
consider themselves to be quite safe because they did not even defend 
themselves when Rhodan knocked them out of action with two well aimed 
shots. The door to the room was now closed so that no further danger 
threatened them. 


The massive installation representing the robot commander rested 
apparently without change against the forward bulkhead. A coldly 
menacing emanation seemed to come from its dull gleaming metal cupolas. 
Somewhere behind those metallic shrouds was Ellert along with six units of 
the plasma brain. The latter had been the victors in the strange duel. 


After Rhodan had studied the viewscreens carefully, he said, “We’ll be 
undisturbed in here and we still have time. Frago is still relatively distant. It 
looks closer on the screen than it is because of high magnification. Can you 
try now to make contact with Ellert?” 


Pucky concentrated. His eyes seemed to stare through the metal casings of 
the plasma domes, and Rhodan noted that his little paws had clenched into 
fists. Then the mousebeaver closed his eyes to concentrate better. Rhodan 
stood next to him and remained still. He knew that the smallest interruption 
would distract the mutant from his task. 


Then he noticed that Pucky’s lips were moving as though he were speaking 
softly to himself. He repeated this action two or three times and then he 
opened his eyes. A sigh of relief escaped him. 


“Well?” asked Rhodan. 


“T had contact with him but it was very short. Ellert is a prisoner in there, 
but he’s convinced he’ll be able to overcome his opponent by a surprise 
move when he concentrates all his forces in a single location. I can detect 
pain in his thought impulses — but it’s not a physical pain. He’s being 
mentally chained down. The plasma cells are closing him in and are 
absorbing him.” 


“But he’s alive,” said Rhodan, greatly relieved. 


“Ellert doesn’t die that easily,” said Pucky. “Maybe he can’t ever die, but 
he’s in a hopeless situation. Anyway —’ he checked his watch. “Ellert’s 
going to try to keep the Posbis from taking us to Frago. He doesn’t have 


time to go into detailed instructions. He wants the teleporters to try 
damaging the propulsion sections and the engine machinery. I’m supposed 
to use my telekinesis. And in exactly one hour he’ll make the attempt to 
take over control again. He says it may be only for seconds, but that will 
have to be it. He wants us to wait for that moment in the airlock and he’ll 
give us a signal ahead of time.” 


“Was that all?” 


“What else is he supposed to give us?” retorted the mousebeaver irritably. 
“A road map?” 


They teleported back to the airlock where the others were waiting 
impatiently. Rhodan ordered them to be quiet while he reported their partial 
success. 


“Nobody knows how long Ellert will be able to help us,” he concluded. “If 
it’s only for a few seconds we may not have enough time. So we have to 
give him some support. Ras and Pucky will try to damage the propulsion 
units enough to keep the ship from landing at least temporarily. That would 
give us an extra breather. Maybe we could also locate the generator for the 
time field. Then we might be able to shut off the defense screen and get in 
contact with the outside. In short, our waiting time is over with.” 


The two teleporters went into a brief huddle. They also conferred with 
Slide Nacro and finally decided to take him with them. The technical 
officer knew where they had to start in order to disable even the heaviest 
machinery. The three of them vanished as they teleported. 


During this time, Rhodan and the 11 remaining men hardly spoke a word. 
Marshall was able to follow the action telepathically and kept them 
informed. He spoke softly but distinctly in an almost apathetic tone. 
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. . met with a robot guard who was about to sound an alarm . . . Nacro 
shot it down without wasting time.” It was 5 minutes before he continued. 
“Machine room now . . . Don’t know where to start . . . If too much is 
damaged the ship will be unmaneuverable . . . If they’re too careful, then 
maybe a landing could still be made . . . Nacro giving instructions . . . Not 
much can be done with their weapons . . . metal plates too thick . . . in 
melting them down, heat would be unbearable . . . Pucky succeeding with 
telekinesis ... A heavy energy discharge . . . a generator knocked out.” 


Rhodan nodded. “I don’t know if that was the right one. Our viewscreens 
have blanked out, so now we’re blind.” 


Marshall made no comment. Calmly and factually he continued to report. 
“One of the drive units has been disabled or at least Nacro thinks it’s part 


of the propulsion section ... Now they’re damaging one machine after the 
other . . . Robots are showing up. . . they’re making an advance... . Pucky 
and the two men have to get out of there. They —” 


The three saboteurs materialized in the airlock chamber. 


After Nacro had removed his helmet he wiped the sweat from his brow. 
“That was quite a chore,” he said. “The heat there is something else! But 
we’ve loused up the ship enough now so there’s no way it can make a 
normal landing. It’ll have to stay out until it gets help. By that time our fleet 
should be showing up. I’m sorry but we couldn’t do any more. . .” 


“The viewscreens have stopped working,” Rhodan pointed out. Nacro was 
surprised but Perry waved it off. “It makes no difference, Major. The main 
thing is, we’ve gained ourselves some time.” He looked at his chronometer. 
“We have just 23 minutes to go. Then it will be decided whether or not 
Ellert’s tactics are going to succeed. I presume that he’ ll concentrate on just 
one of the plasma domes to bring it under control. He’s too weak now to 
handle all six sections of the brain.” He didn’t know how a disembodied 
ghost could become weak but he had expressed it that way for lack of 
adequate words. ~’So we’ll see what happens.” 


“Couldn’t we at least make contact with Claudrin?” sighed one of the 
technicians. “That would sure make me feel better!” 


“In another 20 minutes,” Rhodan told him flatly. 


All of them declared later that it was the longest 20 minutes of their lives. 
Every excruciating second brought them slowly closer to the moment on 
which everything depended. The screens remained inoperative. Due to the 
work of the teleporters the thrumming in the depths of the ship sounded 
labored and uneven, but the vessel wasn’t completely out of commission. 
Now and again they could hear robots rolling past the entrance door of the 
airlock. 


Pucky was seated again on his metal box with his eyes closed, waiting for 
Ellert’s signal. Marshall sat next to him arid held his hand. Together they 
listened telepathically for the impulses of the pare tuner on whom 
everything depended. Rhodan was deep in thought and offered no 
information to the others. Major Nacro had reloaded his energy weapon 
and appeared to be slightly on edge. 


When Ras Tschubai announced that there were still 10 minutes to go, 
nobody answered him. In grim silence they all sat or stood there inside the 
airlock, which was now only dimly lighted. After the viewscreens darkened 
they could hardly see the walls. 


The irregular thrumming of the machinery was interrupted by a loud 
detonation. Pucky opened his eyes and looked questioningly at Nacro. 


“Could be in the machine room,” said the latter. “Probably the result of our 
sabotage. I hope it ripped out the whole propulsion section.” 


Pucky grinned fleetingly and resumed his concentration. 


Rhodan had the impression that time was dragging more slowly than 
before. The muffled explosion had increased his hopes that the fragment 
ship was no longer under control of the robot commander. If that was the 
case the feared landing on Frago could not take place. And if it were 
planned that the prisoners were to be transferred to another Posbi vessel, 
the defense screen would have to be shut off. That would be the one chance 
for Claudrin’s forces to make a rescue try. 

If only the Commodore would be aware of it at the right moment! 

Five minutes more... 

The viewscreens flashed on again. This meant that their connection with 
the command central had not been destroyed. But why was the commander 
turning them on now? Frago had increased slightly in size but was still 
several light minutes away. Only the powerful magnification enabled them 
to see its disc. 

“Ellert activated the viewscreens!” whispered Pucky without moving or 
opening his eyes. “He’s starting his attack on the plasma brain!” 

Rhodan felt the increasing pressure of anxiety which always accompanied 
the approach of a critical moment. He looked at his watch. Still four 
minutes — four long endless minutes! 

Pucky’s lips were moving. Rhodan knew this always occurred when a 
telepathic contact was very weak. It seemed to help him to concentrate. 
Marshall remained motionless as he was only acting as a kind of amplifier. 
Three minutes... 

Pucky suddenly announced: “Ellert says we should open the outer hatch! I 
don’t know .. .” He broke off without explanation. 

Rhodan glanced at the manual controls of the lock door and beckoned 
Nacro to him. “Can you handle those?” he asked. 

“I think so, sir. The basic concepts of technology are the same 
everywhere.” 

Ras Tschubai was bewildered. “Open the airlock? What good is that? We 
still can’t get away because the defense screen —” 


“We'll do exactly what Ellert tells us to do!” snapped Rhodan, which cut 


off any further speculation before it could get started. 


Nacro pointed to a hand wheel on the door. “That turns to the left,” he said. 
“But first we'd better fasten our helmets.” He waited until everyone was 
ready and then he began to turn the wheel. 


“Two minutes,” said Marshall. He resumed immediately to his 
concentration with Pucky. 


The main hatch was pressed against the frame casing due to the internal air 
pressure and could not be opened inward. On the edge of the oval door, 
Nacro discovered several devices whose purpose he_ recognized 
immediately. They were turn screws of lifting bolts which could push the 
hatch inward enough to let the air escape into the outer vacuum. A simple 
but very effective precaution. 


When the whistling rush of air died out, the lock door was easily opened. 
They stared out at a milky white surface that was only a few meters beyond 
the hull. There was nothing to be seen of stars or galaxies because the 
relativity screen was blocking them out. It looked like an impenetrable 
curtain of fog. 


“So now what?” asked Nacro. “Maybe Ellert wants us to stand here until 
the Posbis pick us up?” 


Rhodan observed Pucky and Marshall. The mousebeaver looked up at him 
and withdrew his hand from Marshall’s. 


“Ellert has given us very specific instructions,’ he announced. “How much 
time is there left?” 


“Sixty seconds,” answered Rhodan. 


“Good! Then I'll make it short. Ellert is getting ready to take over the 
whole brain of the commander. It requires a superhuman effort and can 
only be sustained for a few seconds. Ellert’s objective is to put the 
relativity screen out of commission. We —” Pucky paused for a moment and 
swallowed hard. “We are supposed to leave the lock as soon as the screen 
is down.” 


Rhodan bent down and stared into Pucky’s eyes in the midst of a breathless 
silence. “What did you say?” 

“Push out from the airlock as hard as we can so we can get as far from the 
ship as possible. That’s all he said.” 

Rhodan checked his watch. “Twenty seconds to go . . . Good Lord! Jump 


from the ship? Out there into the Abyss? Are you sure that’s what he 
means?” 


“Not a doubt about it,” the mousebeaver assured him as he got to his feet. 
He went over to the exit opening and looked at the curtain of white fog. 
“As soon as we see any starlight, we’re supposed to jump. What happens 
then. . .?” He shrugged resignedly. “Ellert didn’t know, himself.” 


Ten seconds... five...one... 


They all pressed forward to the threshold of the void. A thousand questions 
but not even time for a single one — much less an answer. They knew that 
this terrifying leap into infinity would be their only chance to get free of the 
robots and the relativity screen. They had to rely on Ellert’s being right. 


Almost in an instant, the white wall before them vanished. 


“Go!” yelled Rhodan. He gave a powerful shove and sailed out into the 
blackness of the void. For the second time he saw the bottomless Abyss 
beneath him, but now he was also without a visible goal. “Use your 
beamers for propulsion!” he called out. “When the screen comes back we 
have to be at a safe distance!” 


Fifteen diminutive figures moved outward from the fragment ship into 
uncertain vastness, lighted only intermittently by corrective shots from 
their energy guns. This was a ticklish operation because a glancing shot 
would be enough to puncture somebody else’s spacesuit. They came closer 
to one another until they could finally clasp each other’s hands. They 
formed a flying ring so as not to lose contact. 

The Posbi ship was 100 meters behind them when the defense screen went 
into action again. The vessel vanished behind the milky curtain of energy. 
“Ellert!” 

Everyone heard Pucky’s shrill voice in their helmet receivers. 

“He’s been overcome again! He says the Posbi ship is determined to land 
on Frago at all costs even with damaged engines!” 

“Tt will crash!” cried Nacro frantically. 

“Ellert knows that,” answered Pucky, “but he can’t do anything to change 
it! He says we should try to get picked up by Claudrin’s ships. The Posbi 
ship is a goner! And Ellert himself...” 

“What about Ellert?” asked Rhodan urgently. He could still see the milky 
screen surrounding the fragment ship, and now he noted that its velocity 
was increasing. It dropped swiftly away from them. Its course was aimed 
directly at Frago, which was dimly visible in his viewplate. “Can’t Ellert 
get out?” 


“No,” replied Pucky. “He’ll crash with the ship. Nobody can alter that — not 


even Ellert.” 


Rhodan could see that the fragment ship was many kilometers distant now 
and was hurtling with ever increasing velocity toward Frago. If Nacro was 
right, it wouldn’t be able to brake its speed and it would fall into the 
planet’s relativity screen. 


As the enshrouded vessel receded, it grew darker. The distant stars and 
galaxies didn’t produce enough light, but their helmet filters helped. They 
made Frago visible as well as themselves. They, too, were falling, but 
without any close reference point they couldn’t determine how fast. At any 
rate, their velocity had been constant with that of the spaceship at the 
moment they left it. There was nothing to brake their fall. Their energy 
guns would have been too weak to sensibly diminish their rate of descent. 
In five or six hours they would also encounter the mysterious defense 
screen that surrounded Frago. 


Rhodan tried to make out the faces of the men behind their faceplates, since 
his eyes had adjusted themselves to the darkness. Major Nacro looked 
grave but self-composed. Marshall and Tschubai hovered next to each 
other, directly across from Rhodan. Their faces were also grave but they 
did not reflect a mood of hopelessness. Apparently Ras Tschubai was 
considering how his teleporting ability might help them out of their 
situation. 


Ras and Pucky could have teleported to safety by now - relatively 
speaking, of course. They also could each take a couple of men with them 
and then come back for the rest of them. But would they be able to locate 
the area in space again where they would have left the first four? 


Rhodan guessed what the African was thinking. “There wouldn’t be much 
use, Ras. We mustn’t separate because if Claudrin locates one group of us 
he would only have to search for the others. We still have a few hours. Our 
jump into space has given us some extra time at least. The fragment ship 
will be reaching Frago within the hour.” 


Pucky spoke. “By now it ought to be possible for me to make contact with 
Titu.” 


“Try it,’ Rhodan encouraged him. 


Then he turned his attention to the men once more. The technicians and 
scientists all made a good impression on him. None of them seemed to 
have lost courage. They were adrift in the cosmos, far from any sun and 
even from the Milky Way, whose glittering belt embraced half the heavens 
— yet its light was much too weak to illuminate the eternal night. 


Their air supplies were still good for many hours as well as water and 
nourishment. They did not talk very much. Occasionally they would 
stabilize their fall pattern with their beamers. The ring they formed was 
now no longer wobbling and turning. The distant galaxies had ceased their 
apparent motion also, which made it easier for them to orient themselves. 
Moreover, with the cartwheeling sensation gone there was less likelihood 
of space sickness. 


Suddenly Pucky was whispering: “Impulses — thought impulses! I can’t 
identify them yet but I know they’re Terrans. A whole mess of them! The 
input is intensive and strong. If only [tu would come through . . .!” 


Telepathy was a wonderful thing but it had its problems. In a certain sense 
all thought impulses were sent and received on the same “wavelength.” 
This resulted in a chaotic jumble in the mind of the telepath, which was 
comparable to what would happen in a radio receiver if it had no tuning 
system. All transmissions would come in at the same time. So in telepathy 
it was almost impossible to pick out the desired sender. Only when the 
sender had been “found” was it possible to focus upon a specific set of 
impulses. Then the others could be blocked out for concentration on the 
desired thought train. 


At any rate, this was a beginning. The men’s faces lighted up joyously. 
They knew now that it was only a matter of time before Pucky would make 
contact with the THEODORICH. Marshall supported the mousebeaver, 
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thus doubling the “receiver’s” capacity. 


Now that there was a prospect of imminent rescue, Rhodan finally breathed 
a sigh of relief. He was quite certain that his mutants would come through 
for him and that Claudrin would arrive in time. He turned so that he could 
see Frago. The dark planet was still far away, but the castaways were 
falling at a rate of at least 10000 kms per second toward it. Every half 
minute brought them one light second closer. Every half hour: one light 
minute. Without the magnification of a viewscreen, Frago was only a 
shimmering red point of light. Neither its surface nor its defense screen was 
discernible. Perhaps the latter was shut off to permit the falling fragment 
ship to attempt a landing. 


Rhodan looked down at his feet which were dangling over the Abyss. 
Beneath them was nothing for many millions of light years. At his back 
was the broad belt of the Milky Way, and beyond Frago were the distant 
galaxies. At a slight elevation from this orientation was the pale flattened 
spiral of Andromeda. Someday that would be the long range destination of 
Terran and Arkonide expedition ships. 


Had the Posbis come from there? — or the invisible Laurins? That, too, was 
a question that must be answered if the races of the home galaxy wanted to 
live without fear of the future. There was so much that was still to be done. 
The problems that made each life worth living would never cease. Never, 
as long as intelligent life existed. 


His musings were suddenly interrupted by Pucky. “That’s Iltu!” he cried. 
“Now I have her located!” 


“You mean you know her position?” 


“[’'m working on that,’ answered the mousebeaver. “It’s not so simple. 
Maybe it would be better for me to teleport. I can track Iltu without having 
to know where she is. ll make some jumps and keep in contact with 
Marshall. Then [ll bring the THEODORICH here.” 


“Are you sure you can find us?” 


“Of course I’m sure!” answered Pucky in an injured tone of voice. “When I 
have Marshall as direction finder it will work just as good as with Iltu now. 
You see, with telepathy I can figure the direction okay but I’m never sure 
about the distance. So I have to make a series of jumps, always in the same 
direction. I just keep that up until I see the THEODORICH.” 

“Good luck!” said Rhodan — nothing more. 

The mousebeaver relaxed his grip on the two men on either side of him. He 
used them to shove himself outward and started to drift away. He was 
finally about 100 meters from the group and still had not teleported. 

“What are you still waiting for?” asked Rhodan calmly. 

To everyone’s amazement, they heard Pucky giggling at them. “You look 
so funny! You’re all like corks tied together, floating on an invisible 
ocean.” 

“You haven’t spoofed us for a long time,” said Rhodan. “It would seem 
that you’re not afraid anymore.” 

“T’ve never been afraid!” declared Pucky proudly as he moved farther 
away. “Or if I was afraid it was for you fellows.” 

Rhodan suppressed a retort and only sighed. There were times when Pucky 
was a terrible braggart, but then it was useless to argue with him. Besides, 
nobody could really be angry with him. 

Only Ras Tschubai appeared to be. “If you don’t get out of here fast, you’ ll 
wish you had!” 

They heard Pucky snort disdainfully. “Look who’s talking — the funniest 
one of all! You should be here to see how comical you look! At least the 


others have faces but yours is so black that even the Milky Way can’t make 
it visible!” 

“All right, Pucky,” said Rhodan, “for Heaven’s sake get going!” 

With one more happy giggle, Pucky disappeared. 


Somewhere in emptiness he materialized, only to teleport again. . . 
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Iltu remained in constant contact with Pucky and guided him with swift 
precision. After seven jumps the mousebeaver could make out a small 
bright point of light just a few light seconds ahead of him. Evidently the 
flagship had turned on its searchlights. It lay in a direct line with Iltu’s 
beckoning impulses. 


The eighth jump brought him into the control central itself, where Bell, 
Claudrin and Iltu were waiting for him. 


“If you get a notion to,” said Bell by way of greeting, “one of these days 
you’re going to teleport right across the intercosmos and visit the 
Andromedans!” 


“Maybe they’ll be easier to look at than you!” countered Pucky. He gave 
Bell a friendly punch in the ribs but had to stand on his toes to do it. Then 
with a nod to Claudrin he went over to IItu and took her tenderly in his 
arms. 


“Oh my!” exclaimed Bell teasingly. 


Ignoring him, Pucky removed his helmet and turned to Claudrin. “BY my 
reckoning, Rhodan and the others are about ten light minutes from here, 
and we know the direction. They’re falling toward Frago, so I’d suggest we 
get off our cans and move it!” 


“Now there’s an expression he didn’t get from me!” interjected Bell 
defensively. 


It made little difference to Claudrin. “Very well, Lt. Puck. Get a trace on 
Marshall and check our direction. I think we can make it there in less than 
half an hour.” 


Exactly 29 minutes later the men floated into the giant airlock of the 
THEODORICH, where Pucky and Iltu were waiting for them. The two 
mousebeavers received the recognition and acclaim of the rescued 
castaways with a stoic calm. Only when Rhodan arrived and placed a hand 
on Pucky’s shoulder, expressing his personal thanks, did the mousebeaver 
look up and begin to grin happily. 


“You can thank me sometime when we have time for private matters. [tu 
and I... we'd like to. . . well it would look better if we . . . Heck, you 
already know what I’m trying to say!” 


Rhodan knew. “Later,” he promised. “Later for sure.” 


They watched him as he went into the interior of the ship. Then they 
followed him and the others. Arm in arm they waddled along, an 
unmistakable picture of unanimity and affection. 


6. 
THE ULTIMATE WEAPON 


A thousand ships surrounded Frago. The THEODORICH made a near 
approach to the planet in order to make a close observation of the damaged 
Posbi ship’s landing, or its final destruction. 


Rhodan’s concern for Ellert continued to increase. Since his last action 
nothing had been heard from the pare tuner. His body lay unchanged under 
the instruments of the medical staff. In the special cargo room it was cold 
and uncomfortable, but Kule-Tats persevered, waiting for the first life signs 
of Ellert’s return. 


But so far there had been no such sign. 


On the viewscreens the final act of the drama could be observed. The 
fragment ship with its two large round holes raced at an uncontrolled 
velocity toward Frago. All of its efforts to alter its course must have failed. 
Perhaps this wasn’t due solely to the sabotage of the mutants and Major 
Nacro but also to Ellert’s influence. But wasn’t this the same as signing his 
own death sentence? On the other hand the mutant might be hoping to free 
himself from the plasma brain through its complete destruction. 


Several other fragment ships hovered in the vicinity but they seemed to be 
holding back their attack because of the apparently superior force. They 
hung motionlessly in their picket positions as if waiting for instructions. 


“Five minutes more at the most,” observed Rhodan while pointing at the 
main oval viewscreen. Frago was a dimly glowing sphere. Close above it 
hovered the falling fragment ship in apparent motionlessness, while in 
reality it was devouring tremendous distances with every passing second. 
Rhodan had meanwhile calculated the velocity. “25000 kms per second,” 
he announced. 

Five minutes .. .! 

Kule-Tats called through on the intercom. “Ellert’s body — it has moved! 
Just for a few seconds and very weakly. Now he’s lying there as stiff as 


usual again. He’s starting to decay faster than before. There’s nothing I can 
do!” 


Rhodan bit his underlip in rapid thought. “Wait there. Pll be down.” He 
turned to Claudrin. “You stay here with Bell. If there’s an attack, retreat to 


a safe distance. Get a film record of the Posbi ship when it reaches Frago’s 
defense screen. I want to take a look at that.” 


Taking Pucky with him he hurried as fast as possible to the center of the 
ship. Kule-Tats was waiting for him. When Rhodan saw him he thought the 
Ara seemed to look somewhat defeated and helpless. But that was easy to 
understand. The experiment had not worked out as they had imagined it 
would. Of course the main objective was in hand — they had pirated two 
transformation weapons. But had not Ellert’s loss been too high a price to 
Pay? 

Then again, was Ellert really lost? 


The Ara reported quickly. “He hasn’t moved any more in the past few 
minutes. His body is covered with marks of decomposition. He’s like a 
corpse that’s been lying under a tropical sun for days. In a matter of 
minutes we are seeing a process that would normally take days or even 
weeks. It’s horrible!” 


Pucky took one look at Ellert, then he withdrew into a corner of the room 
and sat down. He closed his eyes and sought once more to make contact 
with the pare tuner. It was one last hope, but it was hope nevertheless. 


A cold shudder ran through Rhodan when he saw Ellert. The Ara had not 
exaggerated. Never again would the mutant be able to return to this body. 
“Do you have any explanation for it?” he asked. 


Kule-Tats seemed to be very shaken. “No, I don’t have any. Here all our 
knowledge fails us. Perhaps it’s because Ellert has withdrawn every last 
vestige of his consciousness, or his soul. Or perhaps the state of the body is 
related to the condition of its detached spirit. You said it was being 
absorbed by the plasma brain? If that’s the case it might explain the 
acceleration of the decaying process here.” 


Rhodan had to admit that this wasn’t a very reassuring solution to the 
problem. But in the very next second he had no time to concern himself 
about it because two things happened simultaneously. 

Ellert’s eyes opened suddenly, and Pucky cried out from his corner: 
“Contact! Ellert is calling — he must be very near!” 


Rhodan waited breathlessly. 


When Rhodan and his companions left the fragment ship and reached 
relative safety, Ellert yielded to the heavy pressure of the plasma brain’s 


attack. The alien will swept over him like a mighty wave. He lost all 
control of the ship, and the defense screen was generated again. Also, his 
contact with Marshall and Pucky was cut off abruptly. 


He was alone again. 


More than that, it was now taking all of his concentration and will power to 
ward off the renewed attacks. Each one of the multi millions of plasma 
cells took the offensive against him. He knew now that he was fighting for 
his very existence. 


Deliberately he pulled back and concentrated himself at a single point. In 
this manner he succeeded in maintaining control over himself, but he 
relinquished all possibility of exerting any influence over the ship or its 
commander. It was all the same to him since he knew that Rhodan and his 
men had escaped. They were outside somewhere in empty space. 
Somebody would find them. As for his body, that was of secondary 
importance. In case he ever came out of this, then if necessary he’d get 
along without it. 


He seemed to sit there with his consciousness as if he were in a fortress 
under siege. For the time being he was still able to hold off the attacks of 
the enemy, but he knew that the fringes of his Ego were gradually being 
absorbed by the plasma cells. The enemy was simply beginning to take him 
into itself. He had never lived through anything that even faintly resembled 
this experience. 


He did not know how much time had passed, but he realized that he would 
have to try to escape. Before this, however, he had to concentrate on 
another experiment. He ordered a part of his consciousness to hold off the 
continuous attacks until the other part returned. Then he split himself in 
two. 


Although the time screen of the fragment ship offered no hindrance to him, 
his own body was another problem. He almost failed to recognize it, but 
then something like this was probably to be expected. It shocked him less 
than he had feared it would. 


He saw Kule-Tats and Rhodan standing beside it. Pucky was sitting in the 
background in expectant concentration. Ellert sought to use his physical 
brain as a relay station for his telepathic message. As a sign for Rhodan he 
thought of opening the eyes of the otherwise useless body. 

When Ellert opened his eyes, Pucky received his thoughts clearly and 
distinctly. “I don’t have much time, friends. Pucky, you speak my thoughts 
aloud. I'll make the necessary pauses between. All right?” 


“All set,” confirmed Pucky while the other two nodded. 


“IT only have a minute or two,” he continued, “so I'll have to hurry. The 
fragment ship has slipped out of my control and it’s going to crash. The 
plasma brains are absorbing my consciousness. I think the impact against 
Frago’s screen will destroy them and perhaps save my own existence, but I 
can’t say for sure. Maybe the crash will produce multiple time field effects 
that I can’t vet imagine. It’s possible that it might help me to get free — but 
it could also result in something quite unforeseen.” 


In the slight pause which followed, Rhodan asked a question: “But you 
have gotten free. Why don’t you stay here?” 


Only half of my consciousness is in Ellert’s brain. The other half is on 
board the fragment ship and I have to go back to it. Listen to me, Rhodan. 
This body has become useless. You can — I mean, it makes no difference to 
me what you do with it. I don’t need it anymore.” 

“We’ll take it back to the crypt in Terrania and bury it there.” 

“Thanks, Perry. We’ll meet each other there — if I ever succeed in freeing 
myself from the Posbis.” 

Rhodan looked at the viewscreen that showed him what was happening in 
the control central. He recognized Bell’s face on the screen. “How long 
now, Bell?” he asked. 

“Tn just 30 seconds the Posbi ship will crash against the time screen.” 
Rhodan looked again into Ellert’s staring dead eyes. “I'll search for you 
everywhere, Ernst! I don’t believe this is the end. I can’t believe it!” 

“Give my regards to Earth, Perry — and all my friends. And don’t forget 
me. Now I have to go back...” 

Ellert’s eyes closed. 

Pucky spoke. “He’s gone. Why does he have to go back into that cursed 
plasma brain. . .?” 

That was the last that Ellert heard. He slipped through the screen of the 
fragment ship and joined the rest of his consciousness, which was still 
continuing its battle against the voracious cells — but it was a useless fight. 
Frago swiftly grew larger until it swelled up to a gigantic ball. The time 
screen was like a heavy layer of atmosphere around it. At slightly over 8% 
the speed of light the two time fields crashed together. 

Ellert neither felt nor saw it. He only knew that suddenly he was no longer 
himself but something else. Along with the plasma brain of the ship he had 
been catapulted out of the known plane of existence. While the Posbi vessel 


vaporized against the defense screen, the plasma mass was converted into a 
non-material consciousness. It encapsulated Ellert within itself — and went 
into a transition. 


Once again, Ellert could see. He saw the belt of the Milky Way shrink 
down to an elongated fleck of light in a single second. It could hardly be 
distinguished from thousands of similar nebulous lights. 


Then it was finally black and empty around him. He could still see, but 
what he saw was the ultimate void — absolute. 
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Bell and Commodore Claudrin both witnessed the explosion. The recording 
equipment captured the entire event so that Rhodan could observe the end 
of the fragment ship later on at his leisure. It was possible that certain clues 
might be seen then that could have been overlooked initially. 


Kule-Tats had been instructed to seal Ellert’s corpse against any further 
encroachment of decay. Then Rhodan and Pucky had teleported into the 
command central. 


Bell pointed to the oval viewscreen. “A cloud of glowing gases — all that’s 
left of the fragment ship and Ellert. Do you think that’s finally the end for 
him?” 

“We’ve buried him once already,” said Rhodan. After being briefed on the 
situation by Claudrin, he issued new instructions. “The fleet will withdraw 
from the Frago sector. Our mission has been completed. Atlan will take 
over fleet command from Arkon. The THEODORICH will lay a direct 
course to Earth.” 


The Posbi picket ships took full note of the mass withdrawal. They did not 
attack. It was so unusual that Rhodan could not rid himself of a vague 
apprehension. Had the robots increased their learning again — faster than 
the Terran scientists could even study and copy the transformation 
weapons? 


When the last commands had been issued, the THEODORICH separated 
from the fleet, which had set a course for Arkon. Claudrin turned the ship 
over to his first officer and accompanied Rhodan to his cabin. Bell came 
with them, whereas Pucky went off duty and on leave. 

The return flight to Earth took five days. 


On the next day, Ellert was buried beneath the pyramid monument, just as 
he had been once before, approximately 150 Years ago. Except that on the 


previous occasion they had laid a fully preserved body to rest under the 
complicated devices of the life alarm system. It had been a body that only 
lacked a soul. 


But Ellert’s body lacked more than that. Its blood had decomposed and the 
flesh had gone into decay. The former equipment and instruments were 
gone. The small rectangular room was empty and cold. Ellert lay in a metal 
coffin which had been fashioned of the same material that Terran 
spaceships were made of. The cover had been tightly sealed. 


Rhodan, Bell and Claudrin stood before the pyramid and waited until Kule- 
Tats and the other technicians resumed to the surface. Then the entrance 
was sealed. No one would be able to enter Ellert’s last resting place. The 
crypt lay 50 meters under the earth. It would still be there unchanged when 
the pyramid above it had fumed to dust. 


Bell spoke in a subdued tone of voice. “It’s strange to have to bury 
someone who can still be assumed to be alive.” 


“Isn’t it the same for every human whose body is lowered into the 
ground?” asked Rhodan. He looked up at the peak of the pyramid which 
had taken on a reddish glow in the light of the morning sun. “The soul of 
every human is immortal. The only difference is that others haven’t yet 
acquired the ability to enter into another’s body. I don’t know what 
happens to such souls or whether they continue to exist consciously at all. 
No one knows because Ellert has never met another soul. But the universe 
is large. There must have been 100 billion humans on Earth up till now. 
Their souls would have found room just in our own solar system alone — in 
fact so much room that it would be a sheer coincidence for them to 
encounter each other. However, Ellert tells us that he has wandered through 
the entire universe, including other dimensions and time planes. So how 
could he have encountered another human soul?” 


Kule-Tats joined them. “I’m sorry, Rhodan, that I couldn’t manage my 
assignment any better. I have failed. Perhaps you should have taken Van 
Moders with you instead.” 

Rhodan placed a hand on his shoulder. “Wan Moders is no doctor biologist 
like yourself, Kule-Tats. Ellert could not have been entrusted to anyone 
better qualified. And no one — I say no one — could have prevented what 
happened. You did your duty and I am proud to have your friendship.” 
Kule-Tats did not look at him but instead gazed up at the pyramid. He 
made no reply but Rhodan noted the glitter of tears in his eyes. 


Bell stood there for a moment with his hat in his hand. Then he turned and 


walked slowly toward the waiting helicopter. Claudrin and Kule-Tats 
followed him. 


Rhodan stood there alone. 


Several days later the leading engineers and scientists gathered in the 
conference room of the Technical Institute to give Rhodan and his experts a 
first report on their current research. The two transformation cannons had 
arrived in Terrania ahead of the THEODORICH. They had been unloaded 
and taken into the laboratories. While leaving one of the weapons intact, 
the other was disassembled. 


Van Moders acted as spokesman for them all. “Our preliminary 
investigations have not yet been completed, and not even much of the 
nature of the weapon can be discussed, but one thing is certain: never in my 
life have I seen such an effective weapon of destruction.” 


Rhodan was unmoved. “That’s why our object was to capture it,” he said. 
“T saw no other possibility of halting the robots’ expansion.” 


Van Moders made a slight bow in Rhodan’s direction and then regarded the 
Arkon and Akon representatives appraisingly. “The nature of the 
transformation gun is so ghastly that even the thought of using it is enough 
to disturb the human psyche. Robots have no such psychic or spiritual 
sense of balance, and perhaps that is why they were able to invent it. Even 
copying such a weapon will be difficult for us — not in the technical sense 
but in the spiritual sense. For this reason, prior to this conference, I 
proposed that only Terrans should be present here. As I can see, the motion 
did not carry.” 


Rhodan was aware of general unrest in the assemblage. The Arkon and 
Akon representatives exchanged quizzical glances. 


“T have heard nothing of your proposal,’ Rhodan immediately apologized, 
and he looked in the direction of the non Terrans. “Your request can be 
granted subsequently. I myself consider it in the interests of the Alliance to 
maintain more stringent censorship. Later when we succeed in 
understanding the function of the weapon, and in reproducing it, all of our 
allies will share in its use, provided that they join in the fight against the 
Posbis.” 


The Arkonide got up and spoke in proud disdain. “The Imperator of Arkon 
will be astonished to hear that such words came from the lips of Perry 
Rhodan!” 


“No, he will not be at all surprised,” retorted Rhodan somewhat frigidly. 
“On the contrary, he will appreciate the situation and concur with me. He 
would be far more astonished if we were to discuss such tremendous 
secrets in full public view. I’m sure the same would be true for the 
Supreme Council of Akon.” 


“T protest!” cried the Akon. He had the same physical appearance as the 
Arkonide but wore a broad purple cape which designated him as a member 
of the ruling class of Akon. “We made a treaty which entitles us —” 


“He’s right!” exclaimed Bell in confirmation. 


Rhodan stared at him in astonishment. He raised his brows and then turned 
to Van Moders. “Let me ask you this, Van Moders. Are you saying that you 
can’t be responsible for discussing the operation of the transformation 
weapon in the presence of Arkonides or Akons? Are these revelations in 
the nature of a secret of state?” 


Van Moders nodded. “Yes, they are state secrets. I can’t take the 
responsibility.” 

With head held high, the Arkonide left the chamber. The Akon followed 
him seconds later. 


“Now was that necessary?” cried Bell indignantly. “I’m the one who'll 
have to face the music on this whole mess. The grievances will all be 
coming to me to handle. Why shouldn’t the Akons be permitted to know 
that we’ll soon have a weapon that they themselves will have to respect? 
And after all, they’ve made a treaty with us. They’re fighting the Posbis 
with us. They’re allies!” 


Rhodan slowly shook his head. Everyone present listened breathlessly to 
this controversy between the two of them. They knew that the two friends 
would not hesitate to express their opinions frankly and openly. “Yes, a 
treaty exists between us, but it was born out of fear and uncertainty on both 
sides. Fear of the Posbis has made us allies. But any friendship based on 
fear of a third party won’t last long when the third party is no longer a 
factor. That alone is the reason why the Akons should not have any clue as 
to the workings of the transformation cannon. They are very sharp 
technologically. They’d be able to draw a picture from just a few details. 
Then one day in the future when the threat of the Posbis has been 
eliminated, a new one could arise and take us by surprise — all the more so 
because they would know everything about us. If the Akons were armed 
with this weapon I don’t know how we would defend ourselves against 
them — especially if they attacked the Earth through a network of secretly 


installed transmitters.” 


In the midst of a dead silence in the room, Bell cleared his throat in some 
embarrassment. “You mean, the Akons would break the treaty and...” 


“T mean exactly that,” declared Rhodan. “Or do you think that’s so unlikely 
after they’ve already broken their word to us more than once? They are 
only fair-weather friends when they can get something out of it. Deep 
down, they despise us because they regard us as upstarts. And of course 
they despise the Arkonides even more because the latter are descended 
from them and declared their independence.” 


Van Moders had breathed a sigh of relief when the two non Terrans left the 
room. He leafed through his notes. “Our investigations have revealed that 
with the technical means at our disposal we will very likely be able to 
develop our own transformation weapons. This beam projector can not only 
teleport bombs but anything else as long as it’s a material object. Yes, I 
said teleport! It operates on the same principle as teleportation, or much 
like our lost fictive transmitter. Of course whether or not it might be able to 
send a man through an energy field is something nobody is able to tell at 
this stage. But at least that’s a theoretical possibility.” 


There was a stir of comment among the listeners. Rhodan merely observed 
Van Moders with calm anticipation as the robot specialist continued. 


“The range of the present weapon is limited only a few light seconds but I 
would venture to hope that this could be changed. There are certain 
deficiencies apparent in the transformation guns we captured. It seems as if 
the basic principle had not been fully developed after its discovery. To 
explain what I mean, this is comparable to discovering gun powder and 
remaining content with flint lock muskets without realizing that the initial 
invention could lead to the development of machine guns.” 


For the first time Rhodan registered surprise. “Are you saying, Van 
Moders, that the Posbis’ transformation cannon is a flint lock musket in 
comparison to what it would be?” 


“Yes, ’'m more or less saying that, Mr. Rhodan. It’s a weapon in its 
beginning stage, and yet it is more frightful and effective than anyone could 
imagine. It’s the kind of weapon against which there can be no defense 
other than flight or unconditional surrender. It is a weapon with which one 
could conquer the universe.” 


A few gasps of amazement were audible. 


Rhodan spoke quietly. “And this was the reason why you requested that 
your report should be heard without the presence of our allies?” 


“Yes sir.” 


Rhodan nodded. “You were completely correct. If the Akons knew more 
about the weapon than they should, then what we’d really have to fear 
would be the day when we’ ve taken care of the Posbi threat.” He looked at 
Bell. “What do you say to that?” 


Bell only nodded. 


Van Moders took a deep breath and began to expand on his fascinating 
subject. As he went on, everyone began to realize that the Posbis were 
equipped with a weapon that would enable them to conquer the galaxy in 
just a few years — if they remained unopposed. 
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Later, toward sunset, Rhodan and Bell flew in an aircar to Lake Goshun 
where their country homes were located. There by the lakeshore was the 
only place where they could find peace and quiet. Only a video cable linked 
them to Terrania and their command posts. 


They sat on the veranda beside the lake. In spite of the modern 
conveniences available to him, Bell lighted a wood fire in the open 
fireplace. As the flames blazed up and began to spread a cozy flickering 
light around them, they leaned back in their chairs to enjoy a rare moment 
of tranquility. 

But not for long. 


Two little figures came waddling across the lawn and mounted the front 
steps. Arm in arm, Pucky and Iltu came onto the veranda and made 
themselves at home by drawing up two chairs and sitting down. 


Bell let out an audible sigh. “Where can a person go to get away from you 
two?” he complained, but obviously he was joking with them. 


Rhodan smiled quietly to himself. At times like this he came the closest to 
feeling that he was in his own family circle. 


“Well you can go to bed if you feel that way,” suggested Pucky. “First I 
have to pull some chestnuts out of the fire, and —” 


“What chestnuts?” asked Bell. 
Iltu spoke up. “Bell is always so sweet, Pucky. Why do you irritate him?” 
Pucky was flabbergasted. “Bell is what!? When was he ever sweet?” 


“When you were a prisoner in the fragment ship he comforted me so 
sweetly. Really he was like a father to me.” 


Pucky straightened up suspiciously. “Oh was he now! Sweet and 
comforting, eh? To you? — when I wasn’t there?” He measured Bell with a 
threatening look. “I advise you to be more careful in the future, Fatso, 
when you’re alone with my fiancée. Otherwise I might have to assume —” 


Bell was suddenly jolted to attention. “Fiancée!?” He gasped audibly. “Say 
that again?” 

“That’s right,” said Pucky bravely. “IItu is my betrothed.” Having made the 
effort he leaned back in the chaise lounge. “Do you have any objections?” 
“No ...on the contrary!” stuttered Bell, barely recovering from the shock. 
“What do you think of that, Perry? Isn’t that the limit? An old geezer like 
Pucky wants to marry a nice young mousebeaver girl. September song or 
second childhood maybe. If I weren’t pretty healthy I could easily have had 
a stroke!” 


“You’re just jealous!” giggled Pucky. “Who’s eve; going to fall for you 
with a face and a tummy like that!?” 

Bell bristled up for a moment but then thought better of it. “So when do we 
hear the wedding bells?” he inquired. “Am I going to be invited?” 

“Why of course!” said Pucky in a very forgiving tone. “Anybody who’s 
planning to give us a nice big wedding present is automatically invited.” 


Rhodan added a piece of wood to the fire. It had grown dark. The first stars 
were twinkling in the sky. “Naturally you’ll have to be married according 
to Terran traditions,” he said. “Bell and I will be witnesses.” 
Iltu’s shrill voice rang out. “We do not need any witnesses!” 


Pucky was more familiar with earthly customer so he explained to her what 
kind of witnesses Perry was referring to. Then she was pacified. 


Pucky probed Rhodan’s thoughts. “So when?” he asked. 
Rhodan gestured broadly toward the night sky. “When the stars allow us,” 


he replied. “When peace is established. Nobody should marry during a war, 
Pucky.” 


The mousebeaver protested. “But we'll never have peace never! First the 
Posbis, then the Laurins, then the Akons or the Springers, and... and... 
how do I know who else? No — we’ll marry the first chance we get!” 

“So much in a hurry?” asked Bell with subtle overtones. 

Pucky did not deign to even look at him when he answered. “Mousebeavers 
are never in a hurry, Fatso. We have many years of time — if that’s what 
you mean. Nevertheless —” 


“Tl think about it,” Rhodan promised. 


The peaceful stillness of the night surrounded them. More and more stars 
appeared in the heavens as if to confirm Rhodan’s promise. 


It was wonderful to be alive and to have plans and goals. It was wonderful 
to have friends and to sit with them by a simple fire in an age of interstellar 
space travel. It was wonderful to be able to live as one wanted to... 


THE END 


A man like Ernst Ellert, who found his way back to Earth from another 
universe, is not to be compared to normal mortals. Although his body has 
been buried, his mind and spirit belong to the universe as before. 

The next Perry Rhodan adventure involves another theme. Department 3 
goes into action again, and the robot sergeant goes after an unseen enemy 
in the STATION OF THE INVISIBLES. This is the title of our next 
story, written by Kurt Mahr. 


